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PREFACE 


t is my impression that books dealing with great historical events are hardly 

ever as compelling as biographies. Focusing ona single person's life often pro- 
vides a peripheral view that clarifies surrounding events; works that tell how 
several leaders combined to produce a world-altering result seldom give us 
more than surface facts. Be it a war, an exploration, or a treaty, the teamwork or 
the antagonism that brought it about is usually skimmed, and it may read as if 
a number of men in dark suits gathered solemnly to initial the preordained 
pages. 

These shortcomings have been especially unfortunate in the case of 
the Louisiana Purchase, for the emphasis on a certain number of square 
miles and a remarkably low price made it seem to be merely “the largest 
real estate deal in history.” Not only its drama but some of its significance 
is lost if we know only that no nation has ever acquired so much terri- 
tory in a single stroke and without resort to arms. 

I believe that new meaning is added in seeing the lively words that 
were exchanged during thirty months of blandishments, posturing, and 
infighting among nine principal players, American and French. When 
they signed, they knew, almost unbelievingly, that they were totally trans- 
forming the size and prospects of the United States of America. 
Napoleon even saw that his withdrawal might transform the world. 

Early in April 1803, the Union had been primarily a strip of states 
along the Atlantic seacoast; as the month ended, it was doubling in size 
and clearly reaching out to grasp the entire continent. Now, at the bicen- 
tennial of this unique happening, its place in American—and world— 
history seems more significant than ever. Without owning an entire 
continent free of other great powers, not only would this nation’s global 
influence have been unthinkable, but the United States might never even 
have attained a place among the world’s major countries. My aim in this 
book is to give life and voice to the diverse group of men whose talents, 
weaknesses, and motivations interacted to produce what has been called 


the greatest event since the nation was founded. 


Oyler Ono 
TOWARD 
THE GREAT RIVER 


he new country was just a few years old when a wild, stomping 
i. toward the west gathered alarming speed and force in the 
1790s. It had started years earlier, slowed during the war, then 
surged late in 1781, after the British surrender signaled freedom. 
And it never let up. 

Even before a nation had been established, the Declaration of 
Independence—and the special word “united”—seemed to signal 
the right to go anywhere. It echoed the pre-Revolutionary words of 
Patrick Henry in 1774: “Where are your landmarks, your bound- 
aries of colonies? We are in a state of nature.... The distinctions 
between Virginians, Pennsylvanians, New Yorkers, and New Eng- 
landers are no more. I am not a Virginian, but an American.” 

Most people still felt that they belonged to one of the original 
colonies—or states—and for some, that old tie would never snap. 
But now, more Americans than anyone had imagined possible were 
caught up in the urge to take virgin land. By the thousands, they 


were talking with neighbors, hearing stories about wide-open 
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opportunities, and studying maps. In earlier years, the lines of travel 
had most often been to the north or south, where one would find 
established roads facilitating contacts between colonies. Communi- 
ties that wanted to grow sent word along those routes, luring new 
people with offers of land. French Huguenots in Pennsylvania were 
attracted to Richmond, then drawn further south to North Car- 
olina. Scottish teachers and clergymen were invited to extend their 
discipline and classical training both northward and southward. But 
in the 1780s, many more with only good health and ambition 
to offer began spreading wider maps and looking to their left— 
westward. 

Some drew their pencil lines past Albany, then through the lakes 
and into the Ohio country. Others further south approached the 
prized Ohio River area by way of Fort Pitt, which was already on the 
verge of industrial renown as “Pittsburgh.” Virginians, more simply, 
moved within their own state to the county called Kentucky, and 
North Carolinians did the same to start populating their Tennessee 
County. People from all over the east thought of ultimately moving 
between those two counties—through the Cumberland Gap, an old 
Native American passage that had been rediscovered only a few 
decades before—and so breaking through the Appalachians into the 
lush Mississippi Valley. Probably millions made these trips in their 
minds or at their kitchen tables, and a surprising number of them 
actually began the trek to unknown places. 

Crude roads those were, not at all like the ones that many state 
legislatures were requiring towns to build between themselves and 
neighboring communities. These westward routes had mostly begun 
as Native American trails and had been expanded haphazardly by 
traffic. Their condition forced many of the travelers to turn back. 
The real story, however, was how great a horde did keep going west, 


staking out land and starting to farm. 
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The travelers were mostly hopeful, optimistic, and good-natured 
at first, even though most of them were on foot. Their feelings went 
beyond practical ambitions, for they were caught up in the timeless 
fact that, as current travel writer Sam Howe Verhovek has put it, 
“America has always had something of a Great Beyond in its 
national psyche, a far end of the wilderness dreamscape.” One of 
these pioneers spoke for them all when he wrote, “A field is a won- 
derful place,” and they were uplifted by seeing what a beautiful 
country they had, with bursting, luxuriant growth on all sides. It 
seemed incredible that they were headed for places where they could 
claim acres and acres like these as their own. 

Some of the travelers were frontiersmen at heart who were cap- 
tivated by tales of Daniel Boone, a lone hunter who went on into 
very old age, roaming with only a rifle as his best friend. Men of this 
type, and more than a few women, loved movement for its own 
sake—always determined to find out what was beyond that forest or 
over that next hill. They even made rafts and crossed the Father of 
Waters, the majestic Mississippi, not caring that it was the country’s 
western boundary and the other side was off limits because it was 
owned by Europeans. 

But many more of the migrants consisted of families who had 
grown tired of hearing about this “land of opportunity,” for they 
foresaw years of drudge work for small wages before a better life 
could be expected. It seemed to them that the “new world” they 
heard so much about was already owned by others. Why not try to 
make a really new world where they would be the property owners? 
The idea of moving brought excitement. They struck out for rich, 
untitled land that they might claim as “squatters.” And there were a 
good many well-to-do financial adventurers, usually on horseback, 
who were enticed by battalions of speculators into investing their 


savings in acreage that might make them rich. 
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This initial joy abated a bit when departing travelers began to feel 
the disapproval of those who stayed behind. They would say good-bye 
to neighbors and get the barest smile in return. Or, “We'll try to get 
word back to you,” and receive only a silent, glum nod. Accounts of 
early travel give the impression that people who told neighbors about 
projected moves often found that the less-adventurous persons 
felt threatened by their plans. After such a leave taking, the first few 
days on the move were tinged with resentment—a feeling of being 


misunderstood. 


By the early 1790s, this mass migration was seriously dividing 
the country. Even those who had no intention of moving felt forced 
to choose between considering themselves to be “easterners” or 
“westerners.” It was not just a matter of location; it was also a mind- 
set about the nation’s future. The westward flight was frightening 
and infuriating to many in the original thirteen states, especially 
those in the north. Many of their laborers were being pulled away, 
forcing employers to pay higher wages as workers grew scarce. Worse 
yet, the easterners feared that the mad westward push would involve 
them in expensive wars. The old European powers, whose landhold- 
ings covered most of the continent, would surely resent the threat of 
encroachment and move to block the Americans before they con- 
verged on the Mississippi area in greater numbers. “What then?” the 
eastern people wondered, fearing that their own young men might 
be called to defend the west. 

Many Americans, especially in New England, saw no reason for 
the United States to be stirring up trouble with this further growth. 
“The frontier should stop at the Appalachians!” had become the 
easterners’ insistent cry. Tensions ran so high that some were seri- 
ously suggesting that a small group of northeastern states should 


form a new nation with people who had more in common: 
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anti-expansion and anti-slavery beliefs. The other core conviction of 
this group was one that might seem surprising so soon after the Rev- 
olutionary War: they thought that the congenial states should favor 
Britain in its war with France. They knew America owed the French 
a debt for having helped in the fight for freedom, but the mother 
country was still the major source of America’s income. Great 
Britain, the country that the U.S. had spurned and defeated, still 
provided three-fourths of its world trade, and most of the U.S. gov- 
ernment’s funds came from the customs duties on that trade. 

A sharp portrait of how easterners saw themselves in contrast to 
westerners was drawn later by American historian Henry Adams, 
who pointed out that most of the original colonies had prided them- 
selves on living by great moral and civic purposes. With irony, he 
went on to say, “It is no wonder that foreign observers, and even the 
educated, well-to-do Americans of the seacoast, could seldom see 
anything to admire in the ignorance and brutality of frontiersmen 
and should declare that virtue and wisdom no longer guided the 
United States!” 

Yet, no rule is secure without its exception. Thomas Jefferson, a 
universal symbol of refinement, was a dedicated westerner at heart. 
For a time, when he was American minister to Paris, he had become 
very “French,” dressing in the latest mode; taking pride in his 
knowledge of France’s foods, wines, and culture; and visiting the 
greatest salons, where he paid compliments to ladies with a Gallic 
flair. Since his intellectual interests were genuine, he kept them up 
after returning home. However, he realized that stylish dress and 
manner would be a political handicap in America, so his appearance 
swung in the opposite direction. From then on, he would never wear 
a proper wig, often appeared in slippers, and gave the appearance of 
being carelessly dressed. Somehow, with his fine features and intel- 


lectual brow, this casual look was taken to be a sign of elegance. But 
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poseur that he was, he had some core interests that never slackened. 
Regardless of pretenses, no “brutal frontiersman” was more commit- 
ted to the idea of expanding to the west than this son of Virginia was. 

Jefferson had been attracted to western lore since his boyhood. 
Growing up, he had thought repeatedly of the land beyond the Blue 
Ridge, though he had never traveled there. He had been dazzled by 
reading that a young Frenchman, Pierre Radisson, after years as a cap- 
tive of Native Americans, had told of lakes as great as oceans and a 
massive river the origins of which no one knew. And then, closer to 
his own time, were the reports that La Salle’s journey down the Ohio 
River had produced rapturous descriptions of lands “so beautiful, so 
fertile, so full of meadows, brooks, and rivers, so abounding in fish, 
game, and venison... The soil will produce everything that is raised in 
France.... There can be no doubt that colonies planted here would 
become very prosperous.” Moreover, the ill-fated young La Salle had 
estimated, in 1682, that the total drainage area of the Mississippi 
River, which he claimed for France, was some 1,240,000 square miles. 
Since only 240,000 of that was thought to be on the east side of the 
river, this meant there might be one million square miles west of the 
Mississippi. It was the size, the vastness, that captivated Jefferson then 
and into the future—and the fact that nothing was being done with it. 

As a young Williamsburg lawyer, Jefferson had been quick to 
become a revolutionary. But immediately after the war, despite a press- 
ing need to care for his Monticello property, he went back to active 
research into the western country. A notation in one of Jefferson’s 
papers mentions “the great salty sea on the other side.” He could not 
have known much about the Pacific Ocean, for the western part of the 
continent had barely been approached. Sir Francis Drake had sailed 
along the Pacific coast without landing. Spanish priests and monks 
had set up missions inland, and a few thousand Spanish settlers were 


living around Santa Fe and Albuquerque, mostly doing business with 
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the Pueblo Native Americans, who had developed a new demand for 
horses. To the south, Spain had succeeded in countering La Salle’s 
claim to Texas by sending in military men to accompany the intrepid 
Jesuits in the 1690s, but the province remained wild and little 
changed for more than another century. 

The bits of information from such sources did not combine to 
answer what Jefferson wanted to know about the Mississippi and 
what the travel beyond it would be like. What directions could a raft 
go along various other rivers he had heard of—the Arkansas, Mis- 
souri, and Red Rivers? The center of the continent was largely con- 
jecture; neither its size nor shape could be reliably envisioned. Then, 
in 1778, when Jefferson was well into his thirties, an amazing new 
volume came into his hands. 

Jonathan Carver, who had been a British army surveyor in 
America, had failed in searching for a route that would link Hud- 
sons Bay with the Pacific Coast, but he had covered so much 
uncharted ground that he wrote a remarkable book about the New 
World. After eight years of trying unsuccessfully to find a publisher, 
Carver was a penniless dying man when one printer finally risked a 
small press run—and made a fortune. It led to one of the most suc- 
cessful travel books of all time, Travels through the Interior Parts of 
North America in the Years 1766, 1767, and 1768, reprinted some 
forty times and in every modern language. It might also be said to 
have led to the Louisiana Purchase, for the impact of a book 
depends as much on who reads it as on what it says. 

What struck Jefferson was that Carver's map made the North 
American continent seem more than three thousand miles wide, a 
great deal larger than others estimated. Carver gave the impression 
of being such a reliable observer that Jefferson’s old absorption with 
that huge river and the great expanse beyond it was fired again. For 


now, he filed the map in his memory bank, certainly thinking 
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grimly what a giant empire either Spain or France could develop 
next to the smaller United States. Five years later, Jefferson saw cor- 
roborating facts in a book by John Ledyard, who had sailed with the 
famous Captain Cook. This volume also estimated that the land 
west of the Mississippi must be very wide, based on a new method 
of calculating longitude. 

Jefferson began to think more positively of how the U.S. might 
move faster to expand westward before traders or troops from 
Britain, France, or Spain began to block any hopes for the young 
nation to gain a firmer hold on the continent. Among other things, 
Jefferson saw something suspicious in the reason the British offered 
to hold on to its forts in the west long after the date of departure 
that a treaty had specified. Their excuse was the false accusation that 
the U.S. was not living up to its own treaty obligations. But Jeffer- 
son harbored a suspicion that the U.S. had not seen the last of 
British attempts to rule the new continent. Even when he was in 
Paris as the American minister in 1784, Jefferson was so concerned 
about this menacing behavior that he had asked James Monroe, then 
a young Virginia legislator who had studied law under Jefferson’s 
guidance, to explore the land during the vacation months. In August 
1784, Monroe wrote back, reporting on a projected observation trip 
westward “to acquire a better knowledge of the posts which we 
should occupy, the cause of the delay of the evacuation by British 
troops...the temper of the Indians toward us, as well as of the soil, 
waters, and in general the natural view of the country.” It raises the 
question: Was Jefferson thinking, even then, of a possible expansion 
beyond the Mississippi into territory that belonged to Spain? 

Whether or not that was the case as early as 1784, it was certainly 
true nine years later, when Jefferson heard that a famous French 
botanist, Andre Michaux, was trying to persuade directors of the 


American Philosophical Society to let him attempt an exploration 
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across the Continental Divide to the Pacific Ocean. Jefferson was 
instantly enthusiastic about the plan, saying that its scientific nature 
could rule out any charge of illicit trespassing in foreign territory, 
and he raised a substantial sum of money for it, including a dona- 
tion from George Washington. The detailed letter of instructions 
that he prepared for Michaux showed that Jefferson had, by then, 
learned enough about the still barely explored territory to give 
meaningful directions. For instance, he asked Michaux to find “the 
shortest and most convenient route of communication between the 
United States and the Pacific, within the temperate latitudes,” to 
give special attention to the Missouri River as the route of unques- 
tioned preference (for much of the money subscribed had been 
based on this hope), then to find the shortest route to some other 
river that would enter the Pacific Ocean. And on that subject, he 
mentioned that the latest maps seemed to show “that a river called 
Oregon interlocked with the Missouri for a considerable distance 
and entered the Pacific Ocean not far southward of Nootka Sound.” 

In addition to specifics such as soil, rivers, mountains, crops, ani- 
mals, inhabitants, numbers of dwellings, and the state of society, arts, 
and commerce, Jefferson commented on the need to avoid Spanish 
settlements, and to preserve any observations on birch bark and other 
secure materials that would not excite suspicion. However scientific 
the purpose might be, it was clearly clandestine. These inquiries, he 
wrote, “are for the enlargement of science in general, but of the 
United States in particular, to whom your report will open new fields 
and subjects of commerce, intercourse, and observation.” 

All of Jefferson’s feelings for the westerners’ cause were fully recip- 
rocated. Much of the world might have admired him for his taste and 
intellect, but the frontier people cherished him for his tireless work on 


their behalf. Many a mug of ale was raised to his health, for they knew 
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about some of his practical accomplishments that were major victories 
in the struggle against the stand-pat easterners. During the past several 
years, even when his own political party was out of power, he had 
headed a committee that gave 350,000 square miles of unused state 
property between the Appalachians and the Mississippi to the govern- 
ment as public land for future settlers. This expanse would eventually 
become the states of Indiana, Illinois, Ohio, Michigan, Wisconsin, 
and part of Minnesota. He also had a hand in making it amazingly 
easy to get a new state started. A ruling called the Northwest Ordi- 
nance of 1787 promised self-government to any new territory that 
had a population of at least five thousand, and full-fledged statehood 
would come when a population of sixty thousand was reached. With 
these lures, the speed of growth in the western areas was astonishing; 
Virginia’s Kentucky County already had 140,000 residents. 

The frontier people also loved what Jefferson wrote. When the 
country’s fifteenth state was being formed, he contributed the rous- 


ingly free-spirited Kentucky Resolutions, writing: 


Resolved, that the several states composing the United 
States of America are not united on the principle of 
unlimited submission to their general government.... 
That the government created by this compact was not 
made the exclusive or final judge of the extent of the pow- 
ers delegated to itself....Each party has an equal right to 


judge for itself... 


Nor was it a political handicap that Jefferson openly mistrusted 
the leaders of commerce and finance, feeling that they tried to influ- 
ence governmental affairs just as selfishly as the aristocrats of Europe 
did. So he pressed the idea of promoting an agricultural society, urg- 


ing the government to help worthy people to acquire land, even if 
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they lacked the money to do so. As he saw it, however, a society that 
was primarily based on agriculture need not preclude a close, prof- 
itable, and enduring union with parts of the country that were 


devoted to commerce and industry. 


As if they were trying to prove the easterners’ point that expan- 
sion could lead to war with Europeans, the Spanish made repeated 
threats to close the Mississippi to American traffic. Spain had only 
acquired the Louisiana Territory in 1762, in a strange transaction 
that showed how unimportant these distant possessions could seem 
to those who reigned over some of the world’s leading nations. 

Louisiana had long belonged to France because early French 
explorers had claimed it for their king. Attempts to colonize it prof- 
itably had failed miserably, and the territory was a steady drain on 
the royal treasury. The Duc de Choiseul, the cleverest minister in 
the cabinet of Louis XV, had an idea for getting rid of it while 
appearing to pay a debt of honor at the same time. In 1762, he con- 
vinced a young Spanish king, Charles III, to accept this huge white 
elephant as a repayment for the losses Spain had suffered a year ear- 
lier when, loyal to a pact of the Bourbon family, it had joined France 
in a war against England. The British had taken both Cuba and the 
Spanish Philippines away from Spain, and were demanding Spain’s 
holdings in Florida as the price of giving them back. A secret treaty 
between France and Spain signed at Fontainebleau on November 3, 
1762, left many property rights in an unsettled state, but it was clear 
that the huge Louisiana Territory west of the Mississippi would 
henceforth belong to Spain. The demoralized Spanish had only 
vague ideas about what use they might make of the vast lands. How- 
ever, they realized they could dominate a great expanse with just a 
small force stationed in the key city of New Orleans, which could 


easily pinch off traffic into and out of the Mississippi River. 
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In 1784, Spain's first minister, Count Floridablanca, announced 
that he would close off U.S. shipping on the Mississippi, cancel the 
right of American shippers to store goods in New Orleans for trans- 
shipment to the world, and establish river patrols to make sure the new 
orders were carried out. Fortunately, when Spain was involved, such 
things were usually discussed at great length before going into effect. A 
new Spanish ambassador would be coming, and John Jay, whom some 
considered the country’s shrewdest negotiator, was named as the Amer- 
ican who would debate the issue with him. 

Jefferson was just leaving on his assignment as American envoy to 
Paris, where events were also at a delicate point. Even from far away, 
relying on news that was two months old, Jefferson followed the 
progress of events with misgivings, for he knew Jay to have a strong 
leaning toward the eastern business and financial interests. When Jay’s 
proposed trade treaty with Spain was made known in 1786, it was 
even worse for the westerners than Jefferson had expected. Newspa- 
pers that sided with Jefferson referred to it as “the infamous treaty.” Jay 
had concentrated on gaining lower tariffs for American ships carrying 
goods to Spain, which would almost entirely benefit the eastern ship- 
pers. But he had won these concessions by agreeing that Spain could 
close off “for twenty or thirty years” the rights of navigation and the 
privilege of depositing goods in transit at New Orleans. It was like 
draining the lifeblood away from the west and using it to give a grand 
transfusion to the eastern shipping interests. The ships from New York 
and New England would have enjoyed a business surge, but farmers 
in the Mississippi area and shippers who handled their products would 
have seen their business wither. The treaty was so one-sided that it 
died after an explosion of anger in Congress, falling short of ratifica- 
tion by two votes. 

Nothing would ever be the same again, as Jefferson had foreseen in 


a burning letter to James Madison, sent from Paris in January 1787. 
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Simply put, he made it clear that the frontier people now held the 
power to kill the Jay Treaty without help from the rest of the nation. 
In these words, he predicted that they could secede from the Union 


and that other Americans would never take up arms against them: 


The act which abandons the navigation of the Mississippi 
is an act of separation between the eastern and western 
country. It is a relinquishment of five parts out of eight of 
the territory of the United States....If the frontiersmen 
declare themselves a separate people, we are incapable of a 
single effort to retain them. Our citizens can never be 
induced, either as militia or as soldiers, to go there to cut 
the throats of their own brothers and sons.... They are able 
already to rescue the navigation of the Mississippi out of 
the hands of Spain and to add New Orleans to their own 


territory. 


No matter how this came out, the botched treaty had made far 
more Americans aware that the nation was seriously divided. If the 
U.S. accepted Spain’s terms, the frontier Americans who were being 
treated like aliens would simply arm for battle and arrange their own 
version of free navigation. What troubled Jefferson most was not 
whether the frontier people would win, but whether the original 
states could bring the furious “Kentuckians” (as all the people of the 
river area were often called) back into the national fold. They were 
being besieged with offers of partnership from many European pow- 
ers, but, in fact, they were numerous enough to survive independ- 
ently, if they chose to do so. 

This point was demonstrated when self-appointed leaders in the 
areas that were to become Kentucky and Tennessee roused thou- 


sands of followers—settlers who had a lot at stake and frontiersmen 
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who would relish a fight—to abandon an America that did not seem 
to know they existed. They were listening seriously to the offers that 
British secret agents were making to them—to leave a flimsy con- 
federation that seemed powerless to defend its members. The offer 
to rejoin England not only promised active support for the western- 
ers ambitions, but actually invited them to name their own terms. 

The western parts of many states had Americans who were inter- 
ested in such a proposal. A few even listened to Spanish offers to 
cross the Mississippi to Spanish Louisiana, where the “legitimate 
owners of the land” vowed to resist both the English and the Amer- 
icans. And some adventurers claimed that they already owned suffi- 
cient acreage to declare themselves independent states, and then see 
which country would make them the best offer. One wealthy man 
was purported to have set up a viable state, with the universally 
respected name “Franklin.” 

Other histories have said enough about strong secessionist move- 
ments to indicate that the several years surrounding this moment 
were the time of greatest peril to the nation’s survival. At other seri- 
ous times—as when the legality of a president was challenged or 
even when a civil war was fought—the traditions and the spirit of 
belonging that had been built up made a majority of Americans 
determined to hold on to the citizenship they had grown up with. 
But when the nation was just a few years old, there was no such uni- 
fying compulsion. 

No one can be sure how badly out of control things might have 
spun if the Constitutional Convention had not been convened in 
1787. News of the convention had come as a thunderclap—it was a 
political miracle. With Jefferson in Paris, two other great political 
warriors had to set their long enmity aside to make it happen. Alexan- 


der Hamilton would prove that he did not want his pro-eastern, 
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pro-British leanings to tear the country apart. And Jefferson’s great 
friend James Madison, whose quiet, concise words so often con- 
tained the kernel of how any issue would be resolved, would supply 
the basic ideas that were to form a constitution for the ages. When 
those two enemies made the sacrifice of coming together, everybody 
knew a lasting compromise was possible. 

From their estates, plantations, and major cities, the other patri- 
ots who had been through so much together rode to Philadelphia for 
one more meeting. The news of this great gathering became widely 
known. The presence there of so many leading citizens, who pos- 
sessed the national and international prestige of having defeated 
England, momentarily quieted the secessionist clamor. The world 
stood still, waiting to see whether the unstable confederation would 
really make itself into a forceful union. 

As soon as it was learned that a strong constitution had been 
agreed on, and especially when it became apparent that the 
extremely popular George Washington would become president, 
talk of deserting the United States evaporated. Leaders in Kentucky 
and Tennessee who had been flirting with thoughts of secession were 
grateful when they were given the chance to work toward statehood. 
Kentucky entered the union in 1792 and Tennessee in 1796—the 
first trans-Appalachian states. Luckily, the world didn’t imagine that 
Washington’s government had less than a thousand men in uniform 
when he let it be known that he would move on New Orleans if any- 
one tried to interfere with Mississippi traffic. If George Washington 
made such a threat, who could question it? 

Now that the United States possessed a respected constitution, 
there was a gradual improvement in the way Europeans treated the 
country. Even the sleepy government of Spain—though it took 
nearly a decade—finally awoke to the fact that the Mississippi issue 
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had been dangling alarmingly and the western Americans were 
becoming infuriated at the uncertainty of their status. A new first 
minister, Manuel de Godoy, decided in 1795 that he would be 
happy to open talks on the subject with President Washington’s 
envoy, Thomas Pinckney. 

The very competent Pinckney waited patiently in Madrid as 
dozens of tiny points kept being introduced and the talks dragged 
on. However, when two months had passed in that way, he suddenly 
asked Godoy to return his passport so he could go home and “report 
to President Washington.” This, in diplomatic language, would 
mean that the talks had broken down. 

Pinckney reported that at the mere mention of the president's 
name, Godoy said he had an agreement upstairs waiting to be signed. 
It gave American ships the right to navigate the Mississippi freely for 
a minimum of three years and foresaw the likelihood of extension. On 
the following day, Pinckney signed, toasts were drunk, and the Senate 
later approved the treaty without a dissenting vote. 

In a flash, the Louisiana crisis appeared to be over. The Mississippi 
River, although still the U.S. boundary of which the west bank was tech- 
nically foreign, was wide open for use as America’s “west coast.” 

A sense of relief swept over the country, as United States foreign 
relations were seen as being in a more settled condition. It was soon 
apparent, however, that Spain’s accession to America’s demands had 
been only the first act of a longer play, in which a daring European 


leader unlike any other would take center stage. 


On 12 Fructidor, Year III (August 29, 1795), an inexperienced 
officer of the shaky Directory government was trying to put down 
the royalists and revolutionaries who were vying to take over the 
streets of Paris. He nervously asked for someone with artillery train- 


ing to help him subdue the multiple threat. 
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“Call Buonaparte!” shouted an officer named Turreau, who had 
seen Napoleon’s mastery during the siege of Toulon, using the four- 
syllable Italian pronunciation of the name that Napoleon had 
brought from Corsica. Napoleon, “an odd little chap whose penury 
was still evident in his disorderly dress, his long unkempt hair, 
and the antiquated look of his clothing,” as biographer Andre 
Castelot memorably put it had been brought forward. But that 
impression was wiped away within seconds, for it was the brevity of 
his words, the decisiveness, that riveted every man and speeded each 
one’s reactions. 

“How many troops do you have?” Napoleon shouted. 

“Five thousand.” 

“And your artillery?” 

“There are forty cannons.” 

“Where?” 

“Plaine des Sablons.” 

Without a pause, Buonaparte called for a cavalry officer, who 
turned out to be a large, handsome man named Murat, and told 
him, “Take two hundred horses. Go immediately to the Plaine des 
Sablons, and bring back the forty cannons. Use your sabers, if you 
have to, but bring them here. You answer to me if you don’t! Go!” 

The Convention that was trying to set up a stronger government 
was saved. Five days later, the commanding general of the Army of 
the Interior, Barras, named Napoleon his deputy commander. By 
October 26, Barras had resigned, and Buonaparte was the com- 
manding general and also one of the five Directors. 

Napoleon Bonaparte (he had dropped the “u” to make the name 
sound more French) was soon given command of the Army of Italy, 
a rag-tag group that he inspired and turned into a free-wheeling vic- 
tory machine. Together, they appeared to reinvent geography over 


the next four years of marches through Europe and even into Egypt, 
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giving the impression of an imperialist and conqueror who recog- 
nized no limitations. As the American presidential election year of 
1800 approached, Napoleon’s stated interest in creating a separate 
French empire in America had become a subject of conversation in 
the new capital city of Washington, D.C., with a place on the con- 
gressional agenda. 

The French had been America’s wartime friends, helping the 
country gain independence. But the true meaning of that independ- 
ence was being questioned when America’s foreign commerce with 
England was its lifeblood and while both England and France were 
often capturing American ships that each suspected of carrying 
goods to the other. 

A candid series of letters written by Congressman Joshua Coit of 
Connecticut to his brother Daniel provides a years-long account of 
the anger that raged between northerners and southerners, between 
those who were pro-British and those who were pro-French. At one 
point, Coit wrote “One would have expected a different complexion 
from these owners of slaves and men of large fortunes.” [He meant 
that slave-owning aristocrats would not have been expected to seem 
so approving of the anti-aristocratic and bloody French Revolution]. 
And again, “Some of our southern gentlemen, Virginians especially, 
have a most unconquerable aversion for the British nation, and par- 
tiality for France.” 

Over and over, he wrote of the wrangling in Congress as so 
nearly hopeless that, as he put it, “It is a doubt with many whether 
our present form of government continue many years.” And his fear 
of being caught up in the war between England and France led 
repeatedly to the thought: “Should a war take place, I think we have 
scarcely ground to hope a continuance of the Union.” But with or 
without war, this reasonable, normally quiet legislator felt duty 


bound to apprise his brother: “The jealousies which exist in the 
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Southern States...added to some strange and fantastical notions 
about liberty which they entertain...render the continuance of our 
Union for many years...doubtful.” 

Such talk had been common under the weak Confederation, but 
it was shocking to hear it now. Though trying to move together in 
harness, the states were determined to be themselves. In the capital 
city, the political differences seemed unbridgeable. But when 
observed from a distance—from Europe, for instance—it could be 
seen that the unruly team was moving boldly forward. Growth and 
prosperity restrained even the hottest tempers and added comforts 
that made conflict bearable. The easterners, their industries, and 
their financiers were thriving. The country’s credit was so good that 
every foreign money house was eager to offer loans at low rates. The 
frontier people were doing equally well, for the nation’s much- 
debated expansion was an insubstantial issue with little foundation. 
Westward expansion was an ongoing fact of life. Following on the 
recent statehood of Kentucky and Tennessee, several other commu- 
nities were building populations that would soon qualify to join 
them. 

But so much success made it all the more dreadful to envision a 
possible collapse of true American independence, for prosperity did 
not guarantee the physical ability to bar Napoleon Bonaparte from 
sending boatloads of battle-tested troops to make himself America’s 
unwanted neighbor in Louisiana. Nor was there any certainty that 
the British, who clearly coveted the prime location of New Orleans, 
might not make a sudden move to possess it. 

Vice President Thomas Jefferson narrowly won the presidency 
from his estranged friend John Adams in the fall of 1800. And as he 
looked ahead to the perils he would begin to face the following 
spring, he feared Napoleonic France the most. Napoleon had been 


known to say that he dreamed of a new French empire in America. 
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True, France had made a grand gesture in giving Louisiana to Spain 
in 1762. But if Napoleon, now known as the First Consul, had 
shown the world anything in these scintillating fifty months, it was 
that the only treaty he respected was the one he was hastily writing at 
the moment. He already dominated the Spanish government, so forc- 
ing it to give Louisiana back to France would be easy to do. He also 
had part of a large, rich, and productive island called Saint Domingue 
(which Americans have usually called Santo Domingo because 
another half of the same island was Spanish-owned) in the Caribbean, 
which could be used as a springboard for a troop movement to the 
mainland. And he held scattered French trading outposts in remote 
parts of the American continent that had better ties to the Native 
Americans than other nations had been able to achieve. 

The United States had almost no defense in place to oppose such 
a Napoleonic adventure—less than a thousand men in uniform and 
no navy. Against them might suddenly come many thousands, 
directed by the man who had roused a tattered and hungry French 
army in Italy in 1796 and destroyed a succession of enemies with a 
speed that was without parallel in military history. And, if he had 
convinced the pliable Spanish to give him back Louisiana, he would 
have a technical right to be there, controlling the Mississippi River 
and most of the continent that lay beyond it. How could a new 
nation dedicated to the rule of law defend itself against a “legal” 
neighbor whose intentions it regarded as far from legitimate? What 
arguments or what forces would it use? 

American newspapers, which were especially taken with the 
glamour and excitement of news from France, carried innumerable 
items about Napoleon. Not only the French-language Le Moniteur 
de la Louisiane, but The New York Morning Chronicle, The New York 
Evening News, The Alexandria Gazette, and many others gave more 


space to French items—Napoleon’s moves against press freedom, his 
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dispatch of a warning squadron to Tunis, his discussion of a possi- 
ble successor, and most of all, his interest in Louisiana—than to 
British ones. 

As president-elect Thomas Jefferson waited to take office, his 
chief preoccupation was to search for a way to bar this unwanted 


neighbor. 


qcllaepter Dies 


FRIENDLY FRANCE 
THREATENS AMERICA 


ven months before his inauguration in March 1801, Thomas 

Jefferson had anxiously sifted through reports and letters from 
friends abroad for signs that might indicate whether his fear of 
Napoleon’s threat to America was justified. He had a hunch, rather 
than a specific reason, for believing the French might suddenly 
move into Louisiana, turning America’s world upside down. Learn- 
ing that such a move was under way might not bring a means of 
counteracting it, but it was normal to feel that there might be some 
advantage in being forewarned. 

Then, as now, other countries knew much more about what was 
happening in America than Americans knew about what the other 
nations were up to. The transparency of American society, contrasted 
with the opacity of what went on in the Old World, created a curious 
imbalance when it was desperately important to know what the dic- 
tatorship in France was planning. Informed guesswork was the chief 
source of the American government’s advance planning, and it was a 


frighteningly shaky platform on which to build a nation’s future. 
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After having had just one coastline—the Atlantic—the westward 
migration had led to so much productivity and world trade along 
the Mississippi that the United States now possessed the equivalent 
of a second seacoast. But it was clear that possession of New Orleans 
could open or seal off so great a waterway. Against this threat was the 
fact that thousands of Americans who had been lured westward to 
see the Mississippi would defend their rights to it. But the nation’s 
unity depended on whether their fellow Americans in the east would 
see this great waterway as their Mississippi, too. 

On the brink of the new century, when he was still unsure 
whether his run for president would succeed, Jefferson’s concern 
about New Orleans, the Mississippi, and the west reached a new 
height. The altered style of French leadership was clearly a potential 
threat to America, a jarring change from the friend and ally that 
France had always been. Napoleon was one of three consuls, but the 
names of the other two were hardly worth noting. It was already 
clear that Napoleon virtually dominated Spain. Would he, at some 
point, simply order Spain to hand the Louisiana Territory back to 
France and proceed with the dream of a new empire in America? 

The United States, although troubled by Spain’s occasional 
interference with Mississippi traffic, considered its acts more a 
bother than a serious threat. The Spanish had mainly abided by a 
comfortable arrangement for American shipments that traveled 
down the great river to be warehoused at moderate cost and then 
exported to the outside world. Spain had twice threatened that it 
might act to stifle the burgeoning Mississippi River traffic, but that 
had created only excitement, not panic, for the Spanish had fallen 
into a comic-opera way of doing things. Their threats or edicts usu- 
ally carried distant extended dates. It would be a different matter if 
such a threat were to come from Napoleon Bonaparte, for his 


actions could be explosive and devastating. Or he might even act 
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without the courtesy of a threat. The clearer it became that 
Napoleon was giving orders to Spain, the more agitated Jefferson 
grew about his early insight that the French dictator might simply 
insist that the Spanish give the whole Louisiana Territory back to 
France, allowing him to go forward with extensive colonization. To 
the Spanish, such an order would have been an embarrassment, but 
not a great shock, for it will be recalled that Spain had acquired the 
title as a royal gift and held it for only a few decades. 

Few examples of bad government have ever been as egregious 
(fortunately so for the United States) as Europe’s disinterest in and 
mismanagement of the vast wilderness in the heart of North Amer- 
ica. However much the French and Spanish explorers had exulted 
about the grandeur and richness of the limited areas they had seen, 
the rulers asked them mostly, “Is there much gold?” Invariably, the 
explorers would reply in the affirmative, because it was the only way 
they could obtain funds for new explorations. Both these countries 
concentrated on sending mostly adventurers and missionaries to 
search for gold or convert the natives. Only the British colonists 
looked at the land and saw all the ways that hard-working people— 
creating farms, shops, services, and whole communities—could earn 
more “gold” in the North American wilderness than the Old World 
had ever offered. 

Now, however, Jefferson and Madison saw that France was ruled 
by a determined conqueror whose talents extended far beyond the 
military. He was known to be a skilled administrator over the areas 
he controlled. Even in his ill-fated invasion of Egypt in 1798, he had 
shown some “Jeffersonian” traits, for he had taken along artists, sci- 
entists, and historical scholars. What if this man should come into 
New Orleans with the right and title to rule as he pleased, with a 
plan to send troops and colonists to reassert the French identity of 


the city, take up old French ties with Native American tribes far to 
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the north and west, and move to control the Mississippi? After 
America had been unopposed for so long that the presence of other 
powers on the continent had been largely forgotten, it came as a 
shock that Napoleonic France would probably try to impose a heavy 
price on United States shipping, and ultimately aim to be master of 
lands stretching to the Pacific. The British, with troops in Canada, 
would surely clash with the French, and that would force the United 
States to choose between the mother country and the former 
wartime ally—either of which would expect to dominate the newer 
nation. It became clear how fortunate the United States had been to 
have such indolent neighbors in its enormous, mysterious backyard 
throughout the eighteenth century’s formative years. But those 
happy days might be slipping away. 

In the mind games to come, President Jefferson would have more 
than just Napoleon to contend with. As knowledgeable as he was 
about France, he realized that Napoleon’s own ambitions were 
enhanced by at least two first-class ministers, whose strategic brilliance 
and keen understanding of the Americas could well mean that shrewd 
plots aimed toward the New World were already under way. One was 
the legendary foreign minister Charles Maurice de Talleyrand- 
Périgord, whose ethical principles Napoleon questioned but tolerated 
because of his diplomatic adroitness and creativity. The other was 
France’s impeccably honest finance minister, Francois de Barbé-Mar- 
bois, who had served in Philadelphia as secretary of the French Lega- 
tion when he was just over thirty years old, loved America almost as 
much as he loved France, and retained a great many devoted Ameri- 
can friends. Still, he was a loyal Frenchman and undoubtedly faithful 
to his ruler. France would come first in his thinking. 

Jefferson faced a dilemma, for he had long regarded France as 
America’s perpetual ally. Favoring France over England was one of his 


Republican Party’s firm principles. But he was determined not to 
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allow America to become another victim of Napoleon. Almost as 
feverishly as Napoleon himself did, Jefferson solicited the views of his 
many friends, especially those who traveled frequently to Europe, and 
examined their responses for clues to French planning. 

On the official side, the president’s principal source of help and 
support was James Madison, the close friend he would select as his 
secretary of state. So small, pale, and weightless that he seemed hardly 
there, and always in delicate health, the five-foot, four-inch Madison 
was fighting an intestinal illness when the new administration took 
office. He therefore worked from his Virginia home, Montpelier, 
about thirty miles from Jefferson’s Monticello. But he invariably made 
Jefferson’s concerns his own, so he turned his penetrating intelligence 
to divining the enigma of the Napoleonic mind. Already, there existed 
frequent courier trips between the two homes, a custom that would 
continue throughout the Jefferson administration. 

New Orleans was far and away the overriding subject on the 
administration’s mind. Any number of highly charged cabinet deci- 
sions had to be made, congressional tangles unknotted, and inter- 
party feuds smoothed over. But to Jefferson, the success of his 
presidency and the destiny of the nation would depend on whether 
he could keep America essentially free of foreign intrusion. Jeffer- 
son’s elation about the western country was almost forgotten in a cli- 
mate of fear. As late as 1802, he and Madison were seeing Louisiana 
mainly as a threat, not as an opportunity. They were mostly con- 
cerned about ways to keep it from growing into a great French 
empire and turning the United States into a battleground, perhaps 
caught between the rivals, France and England. 

As much as Jefferson and Madison agreed on nearly every subject, 
the pair did have divergent views on how to deal with the Napoleonic 
threat. Some signs now seem to point to a difference between the two 


men about strategy. It is not clear why, but Madison appears to have 
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been less concerned than Jefferson about France’s possible moves 
into the New World. Repeatedly, one finds notes he wrote on the 
subject that seem to take a rather relaxed attitude, in marked con- 
trast to Jefferson’s show of great anxiety. 

But Madison was so clever—as is seen by his skillful spreading 
of falsehoods to confuse the French in the subsequent two years— 
that this unworried manner could also have had a strategic cause. 
Whatever the reason, any difference of opinion with Jefferson was 
kept far short of hostility, probably because of exceptional prudence 
and self-control on Madison's part. One of his many rare qualities 
was an ability to endure with equanimity any amount of disagree- 
ment in a dispute. Even a member of the opposition Federalist party 
who expected to be recalled from his post overseas said, “If Madison 
be Secretary of State, there will be more justice and liberality of 
opinions....He is the best of them all.” As rare as it was to enjoy such 
esteem from opponents, it was perhaps even more astonishing that a 
man could be so close to the often-tempestuous Jefferson and yet 
keep the relationship stable. 

James Madison, in short, stood apart from the other participants. 
Some were masters of strategy, others of language, but none were as 
incisive and decisive, so that a quiet and modest sentence often made 
it seem that there was nothing more to be said on the subject. It was 
a special talent, over and above mere intelligence, much as a great 
musician or artist might accomplish feats of beauty with a naturalness 
that he or she can not explain. Facts that seemed murky to others were 
immediately clear to him. Even though Jefferson was often in the 
habit of making statements that might not survive until the next day, 
he was probably sincere—and not so very far from the mark—when 
he said, “James Madison is the greatest man in the world.” 

Where Jefferson repeatedly warned that the U.S. might join with 
Britain to block France, Madison felt certain that the French already 
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had that fear in mind, so he made the point stronger by leaving it 
up to Napoleon to make the conclusion on his own. Madison's 
opinions, although never fervently stated, were exceptionally strong. 
On the American worry that an East-West split might break up the 
union, for instance, Jefferson was distinctly of two minds, but Madi- 
son saw no reason to doubt the outcome. “The Western people 
believe, as do their Atlantic brethren, that they have a natural and 
indefeasible right to trade freely through the Mississippi,” Madison 
wrote. “They are conscious of their power to enforce this right 
against any nation whatever.” 

Even Jefferson’s approach to risk-taking lacked the authority of 
Madison’s direct aim on a target; the two of them together formed a 
superb team. Jefferson, though he had to work at it, managed to 
exude the confidence that Madison truly felt, and his presence, his 
exalted language, made everyone quickly feel that he was expressing 
just what they all believed. Madison, because he was so small and 
pallid, was nearly always underestimated by those who were first 
making his acquaintance. But the wisest persons soon realized that 
he was the greater statesman in the room, and some even said “a 
giant.” Over time, good observers saw that whatever the issue, he 
was likely to end on the winning side. This might occasionally be 
slow to develop, as when “the rights revolution of the 20th century 
fulfilled Madison’s original vision of 1787,” in the words of one of 
Madison’s biographers. Another, looking at the rare teamwork 
between Madison and Jefferson, wrote, “The effect was to put 
Madison’s reasoning behind the combined projects, with the force of 
it coming from the temper of the American people.” 

Madison’s rocky start as secretary of state stemmed from a seri- 
ous attack of “bilious fever’—to which his delicate body was sub- 


ject—and doctors talked of how much better he might be if he were 
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in the “pure air he breathed at home.” Actually, he felt that “the 
application of his mind to things more congenial to it than the vex- 
atory details of a farm” did him an amazing amount of good. To a 
man of his cerebral interests, the play of problems and strategies 
called for by international diplomacy was pure recreation compared 
to the rude challenges of the farming life. 

Despite his preference for his duties in the administration, there 
was a malaria season in humid Washington that really had to be 
avoided. So Madison and Jefferson both set up a custom of with- 
drawing to their country places year after year. At such times, they 
made numerous personal visits to each other, supplemented by a 
steady stream of notes. Their work actually seemed to go more 
smoothly in the country than in the new capital, for they were less 
troubled by interruptions, and the special couriers did double duty 
in arranging for virtually every important paper to be seen by both 
and often reviewed more than once as changes were inscribed. 

The new secretary of state had selected fewer than a dozen men 
who would make up the professional core of the State Department, 
most of them experienced because they were holdovers from the past 
administrations of John Marshall and Timothy Pickering. As serious 
as the situation often seemed, the administration had its light 
moments, as was shown by the humorous nicknames that Jefferson 
and Madison gave to State Department aides, based on the history 
of their employment. Those who had worked under Secretary Pick- 
ering were called “picaroons,” which was also a slang word for 
thieves. One was damned as a “Hamiltonian,” because he had come 
in under a Federalist administration, and Alexander Hamilton was 
that party’s leader. Those who had no strong affiliation were 
nonetheless slurred as “nothingarians” or “nincompoops.” The obvi- 
ous good-naturedness of this banter is confirmed by the fact that 


Daniel Brent, although called an absolute nincompoop, still worked 
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for the department in 1837 and showed his relish for the Madison- 
ian days when he complimented President Van Buren on one occa- 
sion by saying that his message to Congress “reminded me of Mr. 
Madison, who understood the use and value of words better than 
any other man.” 

When it came to dealing with the diplomats of long-established 
nations, the infant American government was surprisingly adroit. 
Any impression that Franklin and Jefferson were the only excep- 
tional men who had quickly adapted to dealing with the Old World 
on its own terms is misleading. There were less than a dozen persons 
with diplomatic status in America’s foreign service, but most quickly 
established themselves as the cultural equals of the British and con- 
tinental diplomats they were sent to deal with. 

In a day when northerners tended to think that most well-to-do 
southerners must be crude, slave-driving boors, the administration’s 
minister to Madrid was Charles Pinckney, a polished South Car- 
olinian, who had been a success on several diplomatic missions, as 
had his cousin, Thomas Pinckney, some years earlier. Rufus King, 
from Massachusetts, the American envoy to London, would one day 
become a serious candidate for U.S. president. He once beguiled 
Lord Hawkesbury, the British foreign secretary, by quoting Mon- 
tesquieu’s observation that “It is happy for trading powers that God 
has permitted Turks and Spaniards to be in the world, since of all 
nations they are the most proper to possess a great empire with 
insignificance.” The Englishman understood this sophisticated slur 
to mean that the United States felt safe with the insignificant Span- 
ish in control of Louisiana, but would not welcome a change to 
more aggressive French ownership. By agreeing with the quotation, 
he implied that England felt the same way about Louisiana, and 
both men were clearly pleased at having a meeting of the minds 


without any need to speak bluntly. Since America and Britain were 


32 ©. Jeffersons Great Gamble 


alike in wanting to block a Napoleonic seizure of New Orleans, they 
could exchange subtle opinions on this subject, even at a time when 
they were at swords’ points on other issues. 

Several of the departmental aides in Washington and all the 
diplomats abroad had been specially briefed on the arcane Louisiana 
matter that could mean peace or war—indeed, open horizons or 
encirclement—to a nation that had never known such a fear or lim- 
itation in its short history. But they, like President Jefferson in all his 
personal inquiries, failed utterly in the opening round of hide-and- 
seek with Napoleon. 

The new administration thought it was leaving no avenue 
untried in its search for foreign-policy information, but in fact, it 
was guilty of a serious oversight. While its small diplomatic staff was 
first-class, the related area of intelligence and espionage was almost 
entirely ignored. It is important to keep this subject in mind because 
as the Louisiana negotiations proceeded, intelligence, counterintelli- 
gence, and especially what is now called disinformation (then sim- 
ply thought of as misleading the other side) played a vital role in the 
outcome. Napoleon began with the advantage of knowing before- 
hand that the U.S. would strongly oppose any French move to 
occupy New Orleans, leading him to be especially secretive, to make 
extra arrangements in preparation for trouble, and to fool the Amer- 
icans with an elaborate deception early on. The new administration 
was slow to counter these moves, not realizing that harvesting 
important secrets is a separate activity, requiring its own skills and 
methods. So the very thing it wanted most to know—France’s plan 
for New Orleans—was a blank page. 

The State Department’s failure in this area came from overlook- 
ing the fact that information is worth money. Only those who were 


known to pay for it got timely facts. Madison was notably slow in 
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offering modest amounts of cash to potential informers who were 
working in various embassies abroad—such as the British, French, 
and Austrian missions. Only after a shocking situation in 1801 
revealed that America had been very late in learning a crucial fact 
about Napoleon’s plan for Louisiana did the secretary set up a small 
discretionary fund that he could disburse in exchange for informa- 
tion. Madison was very careful in managing it, for George Wash- 
ington’s example of Revolutionary War expenditures, minutely 


recorded in his own hand, had left a lasting impression. 


Struggling to raise and organize a military force, Washington 
had not immediately been able to start a plan for gathering infor- 
mation. But he had spent his first money for intelligence in July 
1775, even before hostilities with England had formally begun. He 
disbursed $333 for “someone to go into Boston and establish secret 
correspondence.” Not long after that, he engaged a few spies to 
report on the movements of British vessels, and their reports enabled 
a little flotilla of six American ships known as “George Washington’s 
Navy”’—including the seventy-eight-ton Hannah—to overtake and 
plunder the slower English supply vessels. More serious planning for 
a team of spies had begun in 1777, and it grew as the Revolutionary 
War intensified through 1781. General Washington had first asked 
for special information on the health and spirits of the British army 
and navy men seen in New York, the number of men allotted to the 
defense of the city, the guarding of transports, what equipment was 
crossing at various key points, such as the Harlem River and the East 
River, and the nature of the defenses. He stressed the importance of 
details and absolute accuracy, and was quick to discount rumors. In 
an analysis after the war, Washington revealed not only how impor- 
tant intelligence had proved, but also how the modern-sounding sci- 


ence of disinformation had succeeded, for the British had been 
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thrown off the track when Washington gave them the firm impres- 
sion that the Americans and French had a fixed intention of joining 
together in a main attack on New York—which was never even 
remotely a part of their plan. He said with pleasure how he “even 
deceived our own army” into believing that Virginia was the object 
of his next move when, in fact, his troops were already on the march 
toward Yorktown and victory. 

All these clandestine maneuvers were well known to Adams and 
Jefferson when they followed George Washington into the presi- 
dency. They made exceptional use of their own social contacts to 
learn even the smallest bits of information that could be combined 
into helpful insights into world affairs that might affect the United 
States. However, they made no immediate move to establish an 
effective intelligence operation. In this, as in so many things, they 
followed the British custom of discontinuing such activities between 
wars. England’s first prime minister, Sir Robert Walpole, in office 
from 1721 to 1742, said he wanted to be sure no gun could be fired 
in Europe without England knowing why, and he really meant to 
maintain a permanent operation for that purpose. But his successors 
ignored his advice. Even when Britain was fighting the war against 
the American colonies, they were so careless about intelligence that 
they were surprised to learn that most of the states in Europe had 
formed a League of Armed Neutrality against them. An old feeling 
persisted, shared by both English and Americans, that espionage was 
an immoral activity. 

Not so in France. Even before the French Revolution had every- 
body watching everyone else, there had been a practical feeling that 
knowing as much as possible was a basic part of security and self- 
preservation. So during the so-called Peace of Amiens between Eng- 


land and France—the treaty that held for only fourteen months at 
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the start of the 1800s—the flood of English tourists who went 
cheerfully back to Paris couldn't help noticing the virtual orgy of 
secrecy and snooping that pervaded the city. Some of these British 
visitors were officers who were stunned to learn that the French War 
Ministry had a special Bureau d’Intelligence and that a select group 
of over one hundred men had been given special training and status 
as Guides-Interprétes de Armée d’Angleterre, meaning that they 
were assigned to specialize in spying on the British Army. The tour- 
ing officers quickly returned home to set up the Depot of Military 
Knowledge on the top floor of Horse Guards—to be ready for the 
resumption of war that they now knew to be inevitable. 

Almost as much as the British did, the new American adminis- 
tration run by Jefferson and Madison finally realized the urgent 
need of first-class intelligence in order to safeguard the country 
against France’s wily and professional operation. Madison seldom 
repeated a mistake. Although the new secretary might be faulted for 
not having acted on espionage sooner, it must be said that once 
Madison realized how many facets of intelligence required attention, 
he became a master of the game. His personal skill at the art of mis- 
leading the adversaries made a major difference in Napoleon’s plan- 
ning. And despite Madison’s natural thriftiness, he came to realize 
that making the presence of hard cash known in the appropriate 
quarters was like cheese in a mouse trap, often promoting action. 
After that, the information did come in—most of it ominously 
pointing toward the likelihood that Jefferson’s hunch about 
Louisiana was appallingly correct. 

To Madison, there was little need for inspiration on this main 
point. He had studied the adversary’s personality in detail, and it 
seemed clear to him that Napoleon would take back Louisiana. The 
idea that a First Consul had to be careful about cancelling a gift that 
France’s King Louis XV had given to Spain’s King Charles III 
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seemed ludicrous to him. Napoleon would enjoy such a gesture 
immensely. The only question Madison considered worth asking 
was, “When will he move troops into action?” And on that point, he 
thought (wrongly, it turned out) that it would be sooner than 
expected, for Napoleon had always appeared before he was looked 
for. And further, he knew that Britain might otherwise try to head 
him off by seizing the territory first. 

But even coming from Madison, all this circumstantial evidence 
did not give Jefferson confidence enough to make an open declara- 
tion against Napoleon. France’s image as the great friend that had 
helped America to win its freedom was still powerful. If France were 
to deny convincingly that it had any designs on the Spanish hold- 
ings in America, the Jefferson administration would be making a 
very poor start, giving the Federalist opposition a chance to ridicule 
the Republicans as warmongers. The agony of fearing a sudden 
move on New Orleans and yet finding it impossible to act defen- 
sively was nearly maddening to Jefferson, whose growing agitation 
put great pressure on Madison. The president seemed to consider it 
his personal responsibility to learn the facts. As 1801 went on, there 
was a steady drumbeat of Jeffersonian queries, many of them to per- 
sonal friends who were traveling abroad, and many questions posed 
by Madison, in a variety of guises, to foreign diplomats. 

Madison also arranged for two of America’s ministers abroad to 
ask separate questions that might cause either the French or the 
Spanish to give an answer that would reveal whether there was a 
secret deal between them giving Louisiana back to the French. 

Robert Livingston, a New Yorker who was then American min- 
ister in Paris, was to ask France to sell West Florida to the United 
States. If France denied owning the area, he was to ask Talleyrand for 
assistance in buying West Florida from Spain. It was hoped that the 


nature of the answers to the two queries would offer a clue. (West 
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Florida was used as a way to avoid direct mention of New Orleans 
because it was thought to be a part of the Louisiana territory, as 
Spain and France defined it.) 

Simultaneously, Charles Pinckney, in Madrid, was to try to buy 
West Florida from Spain. If the Spanish seemed evasive about 
whether the land was theirs, it might help to confirm what had been 
learned from the French. 

But the attempted cleverness failed, and the trap netted nothing. 
The French denied owning West Florida, and the Spanish simply 
failed to answer. The Jefferson administration had not yet attained 
the diplomatic skills it would display later. 

Nonetheless, before 1801 was half over, the belief that France 
was preparing to become the master of New Orleans, all of 
Louisiana, the Mississippi, and probably the Floridas grew steadily 
stronger. It is sometimes said, imprecisely, that the Louisiana nego- 
tiations began at that time. In fact, nothing that could be called 
negotiations occurred until early 1803, for the period between those 
two dates saw France making extensive preparations to occupy New 
Orleans and Florida, while hoping to keep the details secret in order 
to lessen the likelihood of armed resistance by western Americans. 
Neither France nor America had negotiations in mind. Napoleon 
was stealthily preparing for a substantial occupation, and Jefferson 
was considering threats that would discourage such a move. 

What did appear on March 29, 1801, was a letter from Rufus 
King, the American envoy in London, to Secretary of State Madi- 
son. It was the first document in an invaluable collection of papers 
later prepared for the Congress, entitled “State Papers and Corre- 
spondence Bearing Upon the Purchase of the Territory of 
Louisiana.” In that letter, King reported a “credible rumor of the 
day” that the French government had probably succeeded in con- 


vincing Spain to cede Louisiana and the Floridas to France. He 
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added that “certain influential persons in France believed that nature 
has marked a line of separation between the people of the United 
States living upon the two sides of the range of mountains which 
divides their territory,” apparently leading the French to expect that 
eastern and western Americans would not be united in their opposi- 
tion to the arrival of French troops and colonists. And while King 
wrote that he considered this view false, he cautioned that this ces- 
sion “may actually produce effects injurious to the Union and con- 
sequent happiness of the people of the United States.” 

King’s report exacerbated the nerve-wracking situation, for it fed 
a growing fear that a French seizure of New Orleans might come at 
any moment. Although it was not published, the report became 
known to members of Congress, and some urged that American 
troops be moved into New Orleans as a preemptive measure. But that 
would have required a call-up of more men, and Jefferson was reluc- 
tant to consider such a warlike act. An enlarged army would have 
appeared to be a threat against Spain, when there was no way to prove 
that it was actually intended to counter a French move that was not 
known to have occurred. Every proposal for action or protest seemed 
unthinkable without being able to define just what the Americans 
were protesting, and what legal justification they had for trying to 
block a peaceful transfer of land between two friendly powers. 

Such was the awkward position when Madison—undoubtedly 
prodded by the impatient president—felt it was time for Robert Liv- 
ingston, in whom he had little confidence, to start letting 
Napoleon’s inner circle know how seriously the United States would 
view any French attempt to make itself mistress of the Mississippi. 
Again, the administration made an awkward, stumbling move. The 
hypothetical nature of the complaint he wrote about clearly made 
Madison uneasy. He must have felt that it was arrogant and 


unseemly to protest a change of ownership that might be denied or 
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that would surely be made to seem legitimate. His letter on Sep- 
tember 28, 1801, which did not sound like a Madison product at 
all, gave Livingston a catalog of convoluted ideas to be conveyed to 
the French. The simple points were clumsily worded, possibly show- 
ing that Madison was uncomfortable with the underlying logic of 
the American position. Reading the letter is almost like hearing a 
torrent of words that Jefferson must have uttered during a téte-a-téte 
and that Madison had tried to dampen and soften. Similar letters 
went to Rufus King in London and Charles Pinckney in Madrid, for 
their conversations in those circles often found their way back to 
Paris, and so were another route to the First Consul’s attention. 

The letters would have been confusing regardless of who their 
author was; coming from Madison, the clearest of men, they were 
unbelievably tangled. After needlessly announcing that Washington 
had clandestine methods for learning such facts (“From different 
sources information has been received that a transaction concluded or 
contemplated between France and Spain...”), Madison proposed that 
Livingston remind the French government (and that King and Pinck- 
ney make similar attempts through their contacts) of the effects that 
France’s occupation of New Orleans would have. As an example, 
Madison pointed out how the frequent hostilities between France and 
England made it likely that control of New Orleans, the Floridas, and 
the Mississippi by France would so upset the Americans in those 
vicinities that they would “inspire jealousies and apprehensions which 
may turn many of our citizens toward a closer connection with 
France’s rival.” Suddenly, however, he veered sharply to remind the 
three envoys that if they should meanwhile find that the cession from 
Spain to France had, in fact, taken place, “nothing should be said to 
unnecessarily irritate our future neighbors.” 

In short, Madison’s usual clarity had so far deserted him (or he delib- 


erately wrote in this ambiguous fashion to placate an insistent 
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President Jefferson) that he reversed course in mid-letter, first asking 
his ambassadors to issue warnings based on his supposition of a 
Franco-Spanish deal, then telling them not to make any irritating 
complaints in case there had really been such an arrangement. In that 
case, the letter should never have been sent, for its curious message is 
that action is called for only if there is no known cause for it. Not sur- 
prisingly, neither Livingston nor the other two American diplomats 
who received this letter were able to turn it into an effective warning 


message that had any chance of influencing French policy. 


The dreaded truth was finally confirmed, and what had really 
happened between France and Spain had humbling and embarrass- 
ing aspects, even though it was no longer a surprise. Napoleon, as it 
turned out, had already made the feared move over a year earlier, 
then kept the whole world in the dark about it. France had owned 
the Louisiana Territory—on paper—for all that time, though with- 
out any hint of taking possession. It was exactly the reverse of any 
move Napoleon had made before. The master of lightning troop 
movements had simply ordered Spain to give him back the title to 
the great property, but to leave Spanish troops in place until further 
notice. History, in concentrating on Napoleon’s military strategies, 
has paid too little attention to his cleverness in setting up complex 
treaties that sometimes transferred big chunks of real estate even 
more rapidly than battlefield triumphs could accomplish. 

In this case, as if conducting a giant magic show, Napoleon had 
created a distraction by making what looked like a great pro- 
American gesture on September 30, 1800. After years of rebuffing 
U.S. protests about the French capture of American merchant ships 
and serious mistreatment of the seamen, France had received a three- 
man American delegation in Paris, quickly agreed to terms, and 


signed a treaty that promised to end the abuses. With all the good 
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feeling surrounding this success, these three diplomats could hardly 
have imagined that a seemingly anti-American move was one object 
of the exercise. On the very next day, October 1, 1800, the First 
Consul had signed a secret treaty—usually known by its Spanish 
name, the Treaty of San Ildefonso—with Spain that gave “the 
colony or province of Louisiana” back to the French republic. Jef- 
ferson, who had not even been sure of his own electoral victory 
when that happened, had nonetheless been making inquiries on the 
subject of New Orleans from every possible informant. He and 
Madison had been determined not to let Napoleon’s surprise tactics 
win in the New World as they had in Europe. Yet, the dictator had 
carried out the whole affair without their knowing it. 

Now, some sixteen months later, the new administration was 
finding out that Napoleon had not only made the ominous move 
Jefferson had been fearing, he had proved his bad faith by making it 
secretly while France was still accepting words of gratitude for hav- 
ing helped the United States to break free from Britain. Napoleon, 
perhaps offering some promise of future benefits in return, had used 
his almost hypnotic power over the weak-willed Spanish to make 
them give back the entire Louisiana Territory to France, defining 
this as not just New Orleans, but the two Floridas and a third of the 
continent as well; only on the subject of relinquishing Florida did 
Spain dare to disagree mildly. The secrecy had to be considered 
decidedly anti-American, although it could also be seen as a defen- 
sive measure to keep Britain from making a preemptive grab for 


New Orleans. 


(0 


It was not a serious reflection on Robert Livingston that he had 
not brought forth the information that finally proved the French 
had taken title to Louisiana, although Livingston and all the other 


American ministers abroad could have been faulted for not suggesting 
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the kind of source that finally revealed the secret. A paid informant 
who worked in the Spanish Foreign Ministry—the sort of person 
who could have been employed two years earlier—had sent word to 
Madison about the treaty of transfer that had been signed. It hap- 
pened that the British foreign secretary, in a belated goodwill ges- 
ture, had also given a copy of the secret treaty to Rufus King, the 
American minister in London, at about the same time. This was the 
haphazard nature of intelligence work, and the reason that the U.S. 
learned that many avenues had to be tried before information could 
be found. 

In any case, Lord Hawkesbury said consolingly to Rufus King, 
“Since France would be coming into possession of Louisiana subject 
to all the engagements which appertained to it at the time of ces- 
sion...the French Government could allege no colorable pretext for 
excluding His Majesty’s subjects, or the citizens of the United States, 
from the navigation of the river Mississippi.” The words that could 
be so easily said from across the Atlantic did not in the least reduce 
Jefferson’s apprehension. The way this French move had been made 
seemed proof of a malign intent. 

After this, French ships loaded with troops were seen at sea and 
were at first thought to be headed towards New Orleans. The move- 
ments had prompted Livingston to ask Talleyrand directly if France 
was taking back New Orleans. The foreign minister flatly denied it, 
which was thought to be clearly a lie, for why else would the French 
be sending troops to a Louisiana city owned by Spain. The secrecy 
and deception made France’s ultimate motive seem even more men- 
acing, but it turned out that New Orleans was not the immediate 
destination. The conqueror who had once brashly said, “If you start 
to take Vienna—take Vienna,” was learning that distant New 
Orleans was not the same as Vienna. 


It will be remembered that Madison had expected Napoleon to 
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take possession of Louisiana with his usual speed and surprise. Why 
had he done the reverse, letting a year and a half go by after he actu- 
ally owned Louisiana? It is often said that the First Consul was 
delayed by the laborious process of setting up a new kingdom, to be 
called Etruria, in a tiny part of the Italian boot. Its sole purpose was 
to provide a realm for the son-in-law of the King of Spain, an act 
needed to complete the Franco-Spanish Louisiana deal. But it is 
hard to believe that the impetuous Napoleon would have let that bit 
of diplomacy and minor mapmaking delay the hard reality of occu- 
pying a key place that might otherwise be suddenly taken by the 
Americans or the British. This risk had certainly been clear to 
Napoleon. Louis-André Pichon, the French chargé d affaires in 
Washington, had warned of it in his reports. “I am afraid they [the 
Americans] may strike at Louisiana before we take it over,” he had 
written, sending along new figures that showed a tremendous pop- 
ulation explosion in the west and the imminent formation of several 
new states. With all that, why had Napoleon not acted? 

The First Consul had had two serious reasons not to do so. For 
one thing, he needed the extra time to hide a different kind of sur- 
prise—the decision to make this move not with his usual speed, but 
with more elaborate execution. Instead of rushing a small token 
force to New Orleans for the formality of taking possession, he 
apparently realized that America’s determined westerners might 
crush such a flimsy action. He had foreseen those determined 
thoughts of Jefferson’s and had arranged a major troop movement. 
This took on a more menacing look when Livingston learned that 
two separate military and colonial efforts were under way. First, 
Napoleon’s brother-in-law, General Leclerc, was indeed off to the 
Caribbean with as many as forty thousand troops. And a back-up 
effort, with more troops and colonists, was being prepared to sail 


later from the Netherlands. 
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But the other reason was one troublesome detail that would 
make the time of arrival in New Orleans uncertain: Leclerc was first 
expected to put down a slave rebellion on the key island of Saint 


Domingue in short order, before moving on to Louisiana. 


GHyiter Liew 


THE 
FATEFUL ISLAND 


he western half of the lush island that Spain called Santo 

Domingo had been ceded to France in 1697, and its produc- 
tivity had made it a crown jewel among France’s colonial posses- 
sions. Very substantial fortunes had been built up by the grands 
blancs, as the wealthiest whites were called, and even after rebellious 
groups had created a dozen years of disruption, the basic tropical 
richness of Saint Domingue, as the French called it, convinced 
Napoleon that he could soon be counting on it as a point of depar- 
ture and supply center for the forces that he would send to take con- 
trol of New Orleans. 

It happened, instead, that France’s misadventures in Saint 
Domingue would change American history and help to save the 
heart of the continent for the United States. Unbelievably, some 
French biographies of Napoleon Bonaparte, apparently preferring to 
overlook events that resulted in the loss of French property, make no 
mention of the island, the sale of Louisiana, or the Caribbean mis- 


ery that was to signal a change in the First Consul’s plans. 


46 ©} Jefferson’ Great Gamble 


The island’s revolutionary troubles dated back at least to 1788, 
when Louis XVI was still on the throne and had announced the 
meeting of the Estates General. It was this political turbulence in the 
mother country that signalled an outbreak of disorder in Saint 
Domingue, with “great whites” and “little whites” taking sides 
against each other and some of the whites also arrayed against free 
blacks. (At that point, the slaves were bystanders.) The grands blancs, 
as major landowners, sent representatives to the Estates General, and 
these were actually admitted to the National Assembly in Paris—the 
first time representatives of a colony had ever been accepted as mem- 
bers of a European legislature. Briefly, this seemed to be a new high 
point in the colonists’ power. 

But when the French Revolution burst into full force in 1789, its 
reverberations again echoed in Saint Domingue. Many of the slave- 
holders wanted to separate from France and become an independent 
nation, in order to retain their race-based superiority and their slaves. 
But a French society—Les Amis des Noirs—was represented on the 
island, and it won a compromise law that gave voting rights to certain 
people of color, which only increased the factional fighting. 

The great bloodshed began on a night in August 1791, when 
slaves, who had remained passive up to that time, burst into action 
against their masters, killing thousands and destroying much of the 
property. Within a few months, the French legislature declared full 
legal equality among all free men, regardless of color, but appeared 
to leave the institution of slavery intact. A commission that it sent 
to the island to enforce this edict was backed by seven thousand 
troops. The commission was headed by a firebrand named Leger 
Sonthonax, who caused great bloodshed, but left the situation as 
turbulent as it was in the mother country. And some of this disorder 
inevitably prevailed on other French Caribbean islands as well, such 


as Guadeloupe, Martinique, and St. Lucia. 
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A new turn came in 1793, when Britain, seeing a chance to 
make a great acquisition during France’s disarray, invaded Saint 
Domingue. For a time, the English were so successful that they 
appeared poised to take over the entire French West Indies. But the 
complexities that France had faced soon reemerged, and the critical 
islands turned into a disaster for their new masters. The British lost 
great amounts of money and thirteen thousand men—mostly to 
malaria and yellow fever—while slave rebellions erupted in nearly all 
the islands. The belief, especially of some African critics, that blacks 
in the Western Hemisphere were usually passive in the face of per- 
secution should be viewed with suspicion; some bided their time, 
but many slaves and free black planters eventually showed great 
leadership skills and set up independent rule with considerable 
promise until the British, French, or Dutch suppressed them at great 
cost. 

It was in 1791 that a slave named Francois Dominique Toussaint 
(Louverture, meaning “The Opening,” was an assumed name gen- 
erally thought to symbolize his destiny, although some fellow slaves 
said they first called him that because Toussaint had a gap in his 
front teeth) politely informed the family he had served all his life 
that he had decided it was his duty to enlist in the French forces. He 
wanted to see Saint Domingue free, but thought its best chance was 
as a semi-independent part of France. The family had educated him 
and put every book in the house at his disposal. He, in turn, took 
great care of them until the day he left. Everyone around him had 
noticed his exceptional skill at managing others. In the military, this 
was quickly seen to be genius. 

Already in his forties, Toussaint introduced discipline and tactics 
that not only riveted the men he commanded, but even helped to 
upgrade the performance of his superiors. From watching him, 


untutored chiefs are said to have learned subtler ways of dealing 
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diplomatically with conflict situations. How he had developed such 
skills from simple book learning while working at a slave’s household 
duties can only be explained by Toussaint’s inherent talent for lead- 
ership. Toussaint was soon the head of his own troop, and—in the 
course of chaotic changes of loyalty that various commanders were 
undergoing—found himself in charge of a Spanish unit that was 
attacking the French. That Napoleon expected Leclerc to deal with 
such a murky situation in a few weeks indicates why his formula for 
success proved ineffective. 

Toussaint had taken a force of four thousand black troops that 
he had disciplined and trained in guerrilla warfare and began work- 
ing to recapture Saint Domingue, without specifying in whose 
behalf this would be done. He was, as one historian has written, “a 
master of constructive duplicity.” His original intention was to act 
in the service of France, but he later opted for the creation of an 
independent state. With brilliant generalship that he had learned in 
part from reading and then adapted to his own needs, he used both 
guerrilla tactics and classic assaults to confound the British, who 
were also contesting for the island. He gradually captured the north 
and west provinces from Britain, and finally the south in 1798. The 
British general was forced to sue for peace. Then, to make sure that 
the Spanish were not going to be troublesome, Toussaint even sub- 
jugated their part of the large island, Santo Domingo, in a three- 
week offensive. 

Toussaint found himself the ruler of an independent nation, and, 
considering the shattered condition of the land he controlled, he was 
as brilliant at governing as he was at warfare. But even that was not 
enough. There was nothing around him but desolation. Roving bands 
of hopeless men roamed the island. Slavery had been abolished, but all 
standards of behavior had been destroyed, and there was no discipline 


anywhere except in the army. Toussaint realized that his new nation 
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could not pay wages to free men and hope to export sugar and coffee 
at competitive prices while the nearby islands were still using slave 
labor. He invented a system of forced labor that was harsh, but not 
brutal. His plan for having half the profits go to support the govern- 
ment, one-fourth to the owners, and one-fourth to the workers began 
to show results in stimulating the dormant economy. But black work- 
ers who had hoped independence would give them small separate 
farms, where they would live as they pleased, were alienated when 
they found themselves forcibly put to work. This was too much like 
the army—or like slavery. Toussaint had hoped to have a strong 
enough population to fight off the new French invasion that he knew 
would come. But most of the slaves Toussaint had liberated had lost 
the incentive to follow him. When the troops from Napoleonic 


France landed, they found little resistance. 


In assuming that his brother-in-law, General Charles Leclerc, 
would quickly restore order in Saint Domingue and be free to pro- 
ceed to New Orleans, the First Consul was engaging in some of the 
audacity that he recommended as a prescription for success. He 
knew that the island’s problems were actually of long standing. It 
had been a graveyard for European ambitions for a dozen years. But 
Napoleon considered this to have been caused by the sort of mis- 
management that he had so often cured in other venues. He felt sure 
he had the formula to quickly pacify this island, and he wrote it out 
for Leclerc on a few sheets of paper. 

General Leclerc had come with some of Napoleon’s best troops, 
many of them battle-tested Swiss and Polish conscripts. He obedi- 
ently consulted the detailed set of typically Napoleonic instructions 
on just how to conduct the pacification of Saint Domingue. There 
were to be three phases: first, occupy the coastal towns in fifteen to 


twenty days; second, deliver rapid and converging blows into the 
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interior to shatter organized resistance; third, disarm everybody. The 


First Consul’s note continued: 


Then treat with Toussaint and promise him everything he 
asks for. As soon as you establish yourself in the country, 
you will become exacting. All Toussaint’s chief agents, 
white or colored, should be loaded with attentions and 
confirmed in their posts; but in the last period, all should 
be sent to France...[as] prisoners if they have acted ill. 
Then has come the moment to assure the colony to 
France forever. On that same day, at every point in the 
country, you will arrest all suspects in office whatever 
their color, and at the same moment embark all the black 
generals no matter what their conduct, patriotism, or past 
services, giving them, however, their rank and assuring 


them of good treatment in France. 


In other words, destroy local leadership, so that only Frenchmen will 
be obeyed. 

Leclerc stayed on schedule for a time, paying little attention to 
his wife, Napoleon’s frivolous sister Pauline, who is said to have 
quickly started her usual sexual revels with officers and planters. 
Within ten days, he held all the main coastal positions, then moved 
toward the interior. There he encountered Toussaint’s most effective 
general, the brutal Jean-Jacques Dessalines, and suffered some losses. 
But those were overcome, and he soon appeared to be in control of 
the island. Toussaint and his generals—whether sincerely or treach- 
erously—submitted their surrenders, and Toussaint retired to his 
estate. But at this point, Leclerc, seemingly obeying one of 
Napoleon’s prescriptions, committed a shameful act of treachery. 


Possibly suspecting that the surrender had been a trick, he sent 
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Toussaint an invitation to come to dinner “to discuss important 
matters that cannot be explained by letter.” The black leader, not 
suspecting that a gentleman would so abuse his dinner guest, came, 
was seized, and was shipped to France. 

Leclerc’s version of the event was reprinted in Le Moniteur de la 


Louisiane on June 11, 1802: 


From the General in Chief to the Citizens of St. 
Domingue: 

General Toussaint did not wish to profit from the 
amnesty that had been granted to him. He continued to 
conspire, he was going to re-ignite the civil war. I had to 
have him arrested. The proofs of his bad conduct after the 
amnesty will be repeatedly published. This measure, 
which assures peace in the Colony, should in no way dis- 
turb those who have turned in their arms and submitted 


to the good faith of the Republic. 


Napoleon imprisoned Toussaint in the Fortress of Joux, and 


Toussaint died within months from the harsh effects of the freezing 


cold. 


In mitigation of this sorry incident, it should be noted that the 
French generally showed higher ethics and more humanity on the 
subject of race and slavery than did either the British or the Dutch. 
In the words of historian W. Adolphe Roberts, “Frenchmen were 
never able to swallow the convenient doctrine that Negroes were a 
sub-human species.” 

As far back as 1672, Governor General Jean-Charles de Baas had 
written from Martinique to the powerful Chief Minister Jean- 


Baptiste Colbert, in Paris: 
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The slaves are forced to work twenty out of every twenty- 
four hours. If, then, these miserable wretches do not have 
beef to eat, how is it possible for them to endure so much 
work by eating only potatoes, yams and cassava bread? If 
Irish beef is not imported, it is certain that they will not be 
fed on French beef.... I confess, Monseigneur, that I exhibit 
a great deal of weakness in the matter of carrying out your 
orders, for slaves are human beings, and human beings 
should not be reduced to a state which is worse than that of 


cattle. 


This daring letter was written to challenge the rule that Mar- 
tinique could only import its needs from France and to plead for 
the right to import the less costly Irish beef. It was rare for anyone 
to win a dispute with Colbert, but de Baas eventually got his way. 
The ban on importation of Irish salt beef was lifted soon after the 
letter arrived. 

Half a century later, in his Chronicles of Louisiana, Le Page du 


Pratz wrote similarly sensitive lines: 


As we know from experience that most men of low extrac- 
tion, and without education, are given to thieving for their 
necessities, it is not at all surprising to see Negroes thieve, 
when they are in want of everything, as I have seen many 
badly fed, badly clothed, and having nothing to lie upon 
but the ground. I shall make but one reflection. If they are 
slaves, it is also true that they are men, and capable of 
becoming Christians. Besides, it is your intention to draw 
advantage from them. Is it not therefore reasonable to take 


all the care of them that you can? 
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Thoughts of exactly this kind had led to the decree by Louis XIV 
in 1685 of the Code Noir, a charter for the protection of slaves. 
While the very existence of slavery and the need for such a code was 
abominable, this edict did contain some provisions of a higher order 
than anything decreed by the northern slave nations. Whereas, “The 
English slave code was cruel in the extreme, giving the master almost 
unlimited power, and sanctioning some of the most horrid enormi- 
ties ever tolerated by law,” as a Jamaican historian wrote, the Code 
Noir decreed that old and sick slaves must be properly cared for, or 
if abandoned, they were to be taken to the nearest hospital and 
maintained at their owner’s expense. Masters were prohibited from 
torturing or mutilating their slaves “under any pretext,” even that of 
obtaining evidence of a heinous crime. Slaves had the right to appeal 
to the proper officials against their masters, and the courts are 
known to have acted liberally on many occasions. All serious charges 
had to be brought before a magistrate, so that the only punishment 
a master was allowed to inflict, based on his own judgment, was a 
whipping with a light stick or a piece of rope. Moreover, the rules 
for emancipation were much more liberal than in other slave- 
owning countries. A similar document was adopted for Louisiana in 
1724. But the United States of America—even a hundred years 


later—lacked most such protections. 


The fact that Napoleon started permitting slavery to be restored 
in the Caribbean islands in 1802 was more a sign that he was allow- 
ing a former policy to prevail than that he actively favored slavery. 
He had rejected the French Revolution’ principle of assimilating the 
colonies to France, making them into overseas departments. Instead, 
he said they should have laws suitable to their special problems. But 
there he had been less definite than usual and failed to specify either 


the laws or the purposes. 
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Rather than a true belief in the institution of slavery, he had 
made an ill-timed move of desperation in the attempt to keep alive 
the dying dream of an empire in the Americas. It was a bad one, for 
even the blacks who had been passive became inflamed into fanatic 
action, causing the desperate Leclerc to write accusingly to his pow- 
erful brother-in-law: “I begged you, Citizen Consul, to do nothing 
to make these people fear for their liberty till the moment when I 
should be prepared....The moral force I had acquired here is 
destroyed.” He predicted a catastrophe unless he quickly received 
more money and troops from France, and he was right, but not for 
these practical reasons. 

The May rains brought yellow fever with special fury that year, 
and the ones it struck hardest were the newcomers who had not 
acquired the slightest immunity to it; the black natives were hardly 
affected. Three thousand French soldiers were dead in a month, and 
then the pace worsened. One regiment that had landed with 1,395 
men had only 190 left alive, and 107 of those were hospitalized. 
Nearly every unit had similar statistics. Leclerc, who had been weak- 
ened by malaria, was hit by the Yellow Jack as well and quickly 
expired. 

Command of the French forces passed to General Donatien 
Rochambeau. Napoleon had not yet abandoned his American 


dream. Still audacious, he sent more troops. 


ONE SPOT 
ON THE GLOBE 


hile Leclerc was being sucked into the quicksands of Saint 

Domingue, the follow-up operation for the colonization of 
Louisiana went on with every appearance of seriousness. In a back- 
up effort, the strikingly handsome General Jean-Baptiste 
Bernadotte, who was alternately derided or spoken of as the second- 
most important man in France, was assembling ten thousand troops 
and a large group of hopeful colonists in the Netherlands. This 
meant that their arrival in New Orleans—and perhaps other 
points—would be a massive challenge to whatever defenses the 
United States might mount. Moreover, it was believed that 
Bernadotte would be dampening the opposition of any westerners 
who might be inclined to contest his arrival, for he would come with 
a guarantee that U.S. rights under the agreement with Spain would 
be fully respected, so that navigation of the Mississippi was in no 
danger. With no threat of blockage and little or no demand for pay- 
ment, Americans would have all the rights they had ever enjoyed. 


What issue would they want to fight about? 
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Thomas Jefferson, however, was not about to consider this guar- 
antee from a man like Napoleon Bonaparte. A leader who could cap- 
ture title to Louisiana in secret could just as easily rescind any new 
promise about rights to the river. Without waiting for the arrival of 
the troops, the colonists, or the message they might be carrying, Jef- 
ferson felt he had to send a message of his own that the French dic- 
tator would not mistake. It could not be directed personally to 
Napoleon, for that would make it an ultimatum, possibly leading to 
war before America was ready for it. It would have to go through the 
American minister in Paris, where, unfortunately, Jefferson and 
Madison had a man they didn’t trust in this supremely important 
and delicate post. 

Madison, as noted earlier, had already written to Robert Liv- 
ingston about a warning to Napoleon, albeit in a most ineffectual way. 
But Jefferson sought a direct way to communicate his displeasure. He 
read with dismay a letter of Livingston’s to Madison, giving a colorful 
thumbnail sketch of what Napoleon was being told that whetted the 
First Consul’s appetite for the Louisiana territory: “That it was one of 
the most fertile countries in the world...that the French had better 
relations with the Indians than any other people...and that once 
the French had New Orleans, they would command the trade of 
America’s entire western country...all of which made it a darling 
object with the First Consul.” 

Livingston’s wordiness and dainty language were a special irri- 
tant to Madison, the lover of conciseness, but this was, in fact, quite 
a shrewd assessment of the fantasy world that sometimes circled 
around Napoleon. The notion of special ties between the French and 
Native Americans had some small truthful basis, but it became 
so overblown in Paris that a Frenchman named Tatergem, a self- 
promoter from the days of the old Directorate, had contrived to 


convince Napoleon of his very close relations with the Creek 
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nations, who were said to be ready to raise twenty thousand warriors 
to follow him. Now Napoleon had elevated him to General of Divi- 
sion, indicating that he would be given substantial funds and troops 
to organize the Creeks. Livingston’s assessment was “I believe him to 
be a mere adventurer,” but the information about him had to be 
taken seriously, because the belief in France’s special relationship 
with Native Americans was another factor convincing Napoleon 
that his occupation of Louisiana might work brilliantly. 

Just as he did when he moved troops into Spain and later when 
he marched into Russia, Napoleon now appeared to be tempted by 
any hopeful sign from New Orleans and ready to ignore the indica- 
tions that men, money, and energies might be mired down for years. 

Now, in the spring of 1802, Jefferson was determined to mount a 
far harsher campaign to discourage Napoleon than the Madison let- 
ter had suggested; no more gentle thoughts about how to treat 
prospective neighbors. The French were not wanted as neighbors, and 
that had to be made clear. As elegant as his written lines could often 
be, the president was now feeling almost bombastic, and he had in 
mind a collection of threats that were sure to make Napoleon think 
again before instituting a New Orleans adventure. They were brilliant 
writings, for even vitriol took on a certain beauty when it came from 
Jefferson’s pen. He knew exactly what he would like to say if he could 
address the First Consul himself. Writing it in a way that would turn 
Robert Livingston into a messenger of doom was the real challenge. 

Stirred by “the fever into which the western mind is thrown by 
the affair at N. Orleans,” as he once put it, Jefferson penned a letter 
to Robert Livingston on April 18, 1802, that is surely one of the 
most emotional letters ever written by an American president. It was 
an intentional exhortation to make this supposedly mild diplomat 
strongly warn the French of their perilous course, and no one can 


doubt Jefferson’s intensity as he wrote it. The letter began: 
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The cession of Louisiana and the Floridas by Spain to 
France works most sorely on the United States. This sub- 
ject the Secretary of State has written to you fully, yet I 
cannot forbear recurring to it personally, so deep is the 
impression it makes on my mind. It completely reverses 
all the political relations of the United States, and will 
form a new epoch in our political course. Of all nations of 
any consideration, France is the one which, hitherto, has 
offered the fewest points on which we could have any 
conflict of right, and the most points of a communion of 
interests....Her growth, therefore, we viewed as our own, 
her misfortunes ours. There is on the globe one single 
spot, the possessor of which is our natural and habitual 
enemy. It is New Orleans, through which the produce of 
three-eighths of our territory must pass to market, and 
from its fertility it will ere long yield more than half of our 
whole produce and contain more than half of our inhab- 
itants. France, placing herself in that door, assumes to us 
the attitude of defiance. Spain might have retained it qui- 
etly for years....Not so can it ever be in the hands of 
France: The impetuosity of her temper, the energy and 
restlessness of her character, placed in a point of eternal 


friction with us... 


Jefferson’s letter went on with the same white heat to a much- 
quoted passage about “the day that France takes possession of New 
Orleans.” Not only did he say that day would be a low point in 
France’s history, for it would seal America’s marriage with the British 
fleet and nation, but he added, astonishingly, that it would start a 
massive shipbuilding program: “We must turn all our attention to a 


maritime force, for which our resources place us on very high 
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ground.” The new Anglo-American alliance, he declared, would 
make it impossible for France to reinforce her settlements in the 
Americas. The alliance would also destroy any existing European 
agreements, and hold both continents of the American hemisphere 
for the common use “of the United British and American nations.” 
Jefferson’s unprecedented act of independence and defense was done 
to safeguard one single place that the United States did not even 


own or have any claim to. 

New Orleans was every bit as special as Jefferson insisted—special 
not only to the United States, but also to all the other lively trading 
nations of the world. It is rare that a specific place captures the atten- 
tion of almost every capital. Just as in the affairs of men, there is a tide 
in the affairs of cities or geographical locations that suddenly elevates 
this or that one to prominence, sometimes for only a passing hour, 
but often as a lasting concern. Gibraltar, the Dardanelles, the English 
Channel, the Suez—these have all commanded world attention 
because they signified both money and power, not only to the nations 
that contested for control in each case, but also to all the spectator 
states that would gain or lose from the outcome. So it was with New 
Orleans of 1802. It had the potential to spell another shameful Span- 
ish retreat from power, another Napoleonic coup d eclat, or a first great 
American victory. The outcome would also be pivotal for the conti- 
nental Europeans who depended on Napoleon's rule and for those 
who hoped to see it decline. It was even more clearly meaningful to 
Britain, which longed to seize New Orleans for itself and schemed to 
arrange for a reunion with its American offspring, not as a full part- 
ner, but as a powerful weight against the French. 

New Orleans was a glittering focal point for the early 1800s, 
composed of low-lying islands that made it seem like a water-based 


Venice, and so positioned that it was the absolute guardian over 
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access to the majestic Mississippi River. As a city, New Orleans was 
dramatic—exciting in itself, with a remarkable outreach that 
engaged the world’s attention. Its seamy side seemed to sing throat- 
ily of Marseilles, of Shanghai, of places that were regarded as being 
deliciously low, for it had been created not only by French and Span- 
ish priests and adventurers, but also gradually enlivened by Italians, 
Filipinos, Slavs, Dalmatians, Portuguese, blacks from a great variety 
of origins, plus a few Jews and Chinese. Here, as on the Caribbean 
islands, it came to be a mark of status to be called a Creole, which 
originally implied French or Spanish heritage and local birth, 
because many Creoles had made themselves successful enough to 
hire tutors for their children or to have them educated in France or 
the United States. Because it was a backwater as far as public educa- 
tion was concerned, with only a few hundred persons having 
become literate through the school system, this gave many educated 
Creoles a great practical advantage as well as prestige. 

Much of the city’s flavor and vigor also derived from the Cajuns, 
as they are colloquially known, many of them living outside the city 
proper. These were long spoken of as mysterious people, with their 
unique foods and oddly accented French dialect. But they are actu- 
ally Acadians, descendants of a stubborn French group who had 
been virtually expelled from northeastern Canada for being on the 
wrong side politically. Living in the Canadian maritime province of 
Acadie, they detested English rule, and the feeling was mutual. The 
rulers broke up their settlements and confiscated their farms. The 
victims moved first to New England, but kept an eye on more agree- 
able climates where they might recreate a French life. Even the 
French West Indies beckoned as a possibility. But early in 1765, 
about 650 of them moved to Louisiana, and sent back such good 
reports about the climate and conditions for growing crops that 


2,500 more came in the next few years. A few went farther south to 
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Guiana, but most stayed in the area around New Orleans where 
their penchant for insisting on their own ways and projecting the 
flavor of France has persisted to this day. 

Small as the numbers of all these groups were in the eighteenth cen- 
tury, they tended to form into separate hamlets. Called quarters (from 
the French quartiers), they were still quite tiny. Little discipline was 
exerted by any single authority over the activities in any quarter. So 
prostitution, music, cuisine, and, regrettably, health standards were all 
more free-flowing than in almost any other city on the continent. 

For the dozen years leading up to 1802, New Orleans had 
received a flood of refugees from Saint Domingue, due to the vio- 
lence there. These arrivals were included in the term “Creole,” the 
word for island-born French Colonials, which was applied to white 
New Orleanians of Latin blood. Coming from the Spanish word 
criolla, meaning “indigenous,” it was never meant to imply a mixed 
race. Some of these émigrés were penniless, while others came with 
hoards of gold, valuables, and slaves who had elected to stay with 
them. The city was a magnet for the beautiful people, the hand- 
somest émigré being General Jean Robert Humbert, who had been 
in Leclerc’s forces and then served as an escort for Leclerc’s widow, 
the former Pauline Bonaparte, when she returned to France. Because 
Napoleon suspected that Humbert was one more of Pauline’s innu- 
merable lovers, he made his disgust clear, and the general left for 
New Orleans and remained there for life. 

A more industrious refugee named Louis Duclot founded a 
French weekly newspaper, Le Moniteur de la Louisiane, which was wel- 
comed, as most newcomers were, and survived for twenty years. But 
the most “American” in spirit, although many would have denied it, 
were those Creoles who had come as working-class persons, then 
climbed the economic ladder. Descendants of such families who 


resided in New Orleans in the years when several nations were about 
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to lay claim to it reveal how this exotic place retained its variety, yet 
was ready to adopt American ways quickly when the opportunity 


presented itself. 


(0 


A telling case history—because it shows a Creole and a famous 
American forming an unlikely bond—started with the arrival of a 
family named Plauché from Seine-sur-Mer, France, in 1762. They 
were shipwrights by trade, and they thought they were coming to a 
French colony, knowing that there should be plenty of work in their 
line in this seaport that was virtually floating on the water. However, 
they had not known that France was, in that very year, ceding the 
whole Louisiana territory to Spain. So they left for a French colony 
and wound up in a Spanish one. The shift in government would be 
kept secret until 1764, but then life went on without much change. 
A Spanish governor ruled, instead of an official from France. Edicts 
were printed in both languages. There was some resentment, but not 
enough to create protests. Many New Orleanians felt that being 
close to the United States would one day bring the best fortune 
of all. 

The Plauchés worked hard at ship repairing, put aside a little cap- 
ital, and their younger generation diversified into the business world. 
In addition, one young family member named Jean Baptiste found 
time to moonlight—to do a little cotton trading. Following the inven- 
tion of the cotton gin, cotton had become a big-money crop. Young 
Jean Baptiste Plauché had a “Yankee’s” flair for buying low and selling 
high in the cotton market, and he began building more capital as he 
traded. He was notably honest, a straight shooter, and other men took 
notice of him. When it appeared that fighting over the possession of 
New Orleans might develop, some of his new acquaintances suggested 
that he should join a volunteer force, in order to be prepared with an 


officer’s rank if fighting should break out. 
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Plauché was a junior officer, probably a lieutenant, when he first 
met the renowned American general Andrew Jackson, but it was not 
on a military occasion. General Jackson was an eager businessman 
who grew cotton on his Nashville farm, and he encountered Plauché 
in a cotton-trading session. The general, who was destined to 
become one of America’s most unusual presidents, was like Plauché 
in his reputation for total honesty. Their entwined destinies played 
a curious part in the nation’s life a dozen years later. 

The city had a curious blend of freedom and harshness. For 
instance, the Code Napoléon prevailed as the legal code, even after 
Louisiana became a U.S. state, and there was a Code Noir whereby 
free blacks were allowed to own slaves, and free blacks were also 
allowed to enlist as slaves to either white or black masters. But not 
even the easy liberality of New Orleans tolerated the spread of the 
voodoo cult brought by arriving slaves. The practice was considered 
so menacing that the city banned any more blacks from Saint 
Domingue. The Catholic leaders succeeded in promoting a law ban- 
ning Jews as immigrants that remained in effect until after Ameri- 
can rule took over in 1803. Yet, the same Catholic leaders arranged 
to send over great numbers of Ursuline nuns from France, who for 
two centuries ran the Charity Hospital and made it into a model for 
the nation. 

Knowing what reactions to expect from such a population in 
case of war was a great challenge. Since the French language had 
continued to dominate, even after almost forty years of Spanish 
ownership, the probability that Napoleon’s troops would be wel- 
comed joyously had to be considered. But reasons could be found to 
argue that a great many New Orleanians believed in the eventual 
victory of British sea power, while still others thought America was 


the wave of the future and were anxious to sail on it. 
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If such a blazing comet of a city, the one focal point of the whole 
negotiation, was as complex as this, it is little wonder the massive tail 
called the Louisiana Territory that went with it was unknown and 
unknowable. 

The sprinkling of facts on record about the interior came mostly 
from intrepid Jesuits who had risked their lives to venture into areas 
inhabited by unfriendly Native Americans, or from early French 
explorers who had established somewhat better relations with the 
Native Americans than the early British settlers were able to. But 
estimates of the continent’s overall size and shape remained a mys- 
tery, partly because little curiosity existed in what lay beyond the 
Mississippi, as though the river put an end to the interesting part of 
the world. Until now, the world had usually paid more attention 
whenever Asia was mentioned, for Europeans generally still believed 
that the rest of the American continent was quite small and was 
intended to serve mainly as a passage to China. But awareness of a 
much greater continental expanse was growing among Americans. 
The leaders in Washington could only guess how westerners would 
react if confronted with a foreign presence in the Louisiana Territory 
that threatened their future. 

Jefferson’s high state of excitement over New Orleans was no 
doubt partly assumed for strategic reasons, but it also clearly echoed 
the popular concern that had arisen over the cherished city. Since 
Americans later went through isolationist periods when they paid 
scant attention to world affairs, it might be thought that these 1802 
happenings were of interest only to a few officials in the new capital 
of Washington, D.C. But that was far from the case, for leading 
newspapers were full of stories on the subject. Many of these accounts 
appeared, and many letters to the editors were well reasoned and 
temperate in contrast to some comments in Congress. Even the 


English-language Louisiana Gazette, which regularly carried a report 
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on the Congress on the front page, took care to give the most promi- 
nence to members’ remarks that appeared significant, rather than 
overwrought. 

Rumors of the threat spread surprisingly fast, causing excited reac- 
tions in most of America’s growing number of states, especially in the 
western areas (a term that was then applied to anything more than fifty 
miles inland from the Atlantic coast). Most people knew little about 
Napoleon’s personal status, as he used the ambiguous title of First Con- 
sul to rule as a dictator, and they were perpetually confused about 
whether to think of New Orleans as French or Spanish at any given 
moment. But they did know that the Mississippi, having been threat- 
ened with closure before, might be facing a much more serious threat 
this time. And they were letting their representatives in the Congress 
know that they wanted their government to take a firm stand. 

Jefferson suffered a shock in mid-December of 1802, when he was 
criticized for seeming insufficiently disturbed about the danger to the 
great river. In contrast to the excitement he put into his written words, 
he always tried to maintain the look and sound of great composure 
when he spoke in public, which made him a surprisingly ineffective 
speaker. But he may have had a strategic reason for sounding espe- 
cially low-key on one visit to Congress. The legislators in both houses 
had been talking so excitedly that Jefferson, fearful of being pushed 
into a war for which America was unprepared, may have wanted to be 
sure to avoid stirring up emotions. Whatever the cause, he said, 
limply, “The cession of Louisiana to France will, if carried into effect, 
make a change in the aspect of our foreign relations.” 

The understatement received such bad press that Jefferson 
returned a week later and turned up the temperature of his remarks 
a little. It was still a lackluster performance, proclaiming his aware- 
ness “of the obligation to maintain in all cases the rights of the 


nation, and to employ for that purpose those just and honorable 
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means which must belong to the character of the United States.” 
The House was so dissatisfied with Jefferson’s response that it sent a 
message to the president saying that the members “must express 
their unalterable determination to maintain the boundaries and the 
rights of navigation and commerce through the river Mississippi as 
established by existing treaties.” 
Jefferson’s outward reserve was a pose, intended to project a 
lordly manner that was the way he liked to think of himself. But the 
bottled-up feelings often spilled out when he held a pen. So the pres- 
ident’s letter to Livingston had been of such grandiloquent scope 
that Napoleon himself might have respected its flashes of fury. But 
the First Consul did not get to experience the emotion it contained, 
for Robert Livingston had a softer way of presenting himself and his 
country’s business. Livingston had done very little to carry out the 
warning spirit of Madison's directionless letter of the previous Sep- 
tember, thinking it more important to maintain his own good stand- 
ing with Napoleon and his top ministers. The State Department in 
Washington could not be sure just how he was presenting the case, 
but what little feedback was available made it seem that very little of 
the first barely audible warning from Madison had been conveyed. 
Now his decision to handle Jefferson’s much more powerful and 
insistent letter in his own soft way was far more questionable. 
Livingston held back from using the president's strongest phraseol- 
ogy. Exactly how many of the Jeffersonian thoughts he tried out on Tal- 
leyrand, or perhaps another of Napoleon’s ministers, is not 
documented. He undoubtedly gave one or more of them the gist of the 
president’s message, but in a softened tone, implying that these 
unpleasantries could surely be avoided. There were times, in fact, when 
Livingston implied that he personally, far from favoring an Anglo- 


American marriage, hoped to see America wedded economically to 
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France. This view, rather than his president’s, was a shocking depar- 
ture from correct ambassadorial behavior. But his disobedience was 
part of a pattern that participants on both the French and American 
sides would engage in during the entire Louisiana negotiation. Far 
beyond democracy in action, it was more like administrative anarchy. 

Livingston’s notion of propriety is best illustrated by a letter he 
had written to Talleyrand in 1802, upon first learning that the Treaty 


of San Ildefonso had been secretly concluded sixteen months earlier: 


Paris, February 20, 1802 


To the Minister of External Relations 


The undersigned, Minister Plenipotentiary of the United 
States, has seen, with some concern, the reserve of the 
French Government with respect to the cession they have 
received from Spain of Louisiana. 

He had hoped that they would have found a propriety 
in making such frank and open communications to him 
as would have enabled him to satisfy the Government of 
the United States that neither their boundary nor the nav- 
igation of the Mississippi, secured by their treaties with 
Spain, would be, in any way, affected by the measure. It 
would also have been very satisfactory to him to have 
taken such arrangements with the Minister of External 
Relations as would have had a tendency to dissipate the 
alarms the people of the Western territory of the United 
States will not fail to feel on the arrival of a large body of 
French troops in their vicinity; alarms which will proba- 
bly be increased by the exertions of those Powers that are 
interested in keeping the two Republics from cementing 


their connection.... 
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The letter goes on to ask for certain points of information, all 
said to be directed toward making the most practicable arrange- 
ments and removing causes of discontent. The whole of it reads as if 
Livingston is lecturing the fabled diplomat, saying, in effect, Here we 
are, the friendliest of governments, and anxious not to be separated from 
you by the British, who never cease to intrigue for just such a purpose. 
Why in heaven would you not tell us about your treaty? Why risk hav- 
ing some of our western people be startled when your troops eventually 
arrive and perhaps fall prey to the British troublemaking? Now, please 
answer a few questions, and lets be sure we keep our communications 
straight, so we can go on being friends. 

It must have startled the suave Talleyrand to read how hurt Liv- 
ingston claimed to feel at the thought that France had taken Louisiana 
from Spain without letting him know about it. Livingston silkily 
referred to the secrecy that the French had practiced against the 
United States as France’s “reserve,” the politest possible euphemism 
for “stealth.” Here Livingston, referring to himself in the third person, 
showed clearly why he and Jefferson could both have valid thoughts 
and stylistic merit, yet be destined to disdain each other’s approach. 
The good fortune that has characterized America’s history was never 
needed more than when the future of the United States depended on 
the cooperation of these two unlikely colleagues. 

In contrast to Jefferson's message, Livingston seems to accept 
France’s occupation of New Orleans, while Jefferson's flatly rejects it. 
But it should be carefully noted that neither Jefferson’s direst warn- 
ings—the substance of which reached Napoleon from several sources— 
nor Livingston's subtleties deterred the dictator from making moves to 
occupy the coveted city. France had proceeded to despatch troops, and 
the vessels bearing them into the Caribbean had, indeed, been originally 
destined for New Orleans, and only the black uprising raging in Saint 


Domingue had prevented this plan from being carried out. 
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Now, however, as French soldiers were dying by the thousands, 
and General Leclerc himself was among the casualties, tending to 
this catastrophe became Napoleon’s first order of business, for Saint 
Domingue was the center and focal point of France’s operations in 
the New World. If that were lost, every other nearby action would 
be pointless. While the new reinforcements made their way to Saint 
Domingue, the New Orleans venture was put on hold, although 
General Bernadotte continued to prepare his separate mission of 
troops and colonists who were to sail to Louisiana from Holland. 
Another piece of good fortune that benefited the United States was 


that Bernadotte fell behind schedule and was frozen in by winter. 


The struggle on Saint Domingue created another French-Ameri- 
can dispute because Leclerc had accused the United States of trading 
peaceably with the black rebels while making it difficult for him to 
obtain desperately needed supplies. The United States was mainly 
concerned with the protection of American ships that were trying to 
carry on normal trade with the island, but innumerable instances 
occurred where the distinctions between cargoes that were normal 
supplies and those that were contraband placed Madison in a very dif- 
ficult position with the French embassy in Washington. As a slave- 
owning nation, the United States feared that the example of a 
successful rebellion would create echoing effects in the southern 
states, yet it wanted to respect international law by recognizing the 
rights of the revolutionary black government on the island. The situ- 
ation was further complicated by the unspoken fact that France’s 
problems on Saint Domingue were, in fact, a godsend to the admin- 
istration that would otherwise have been facing French landings in 
New Orleans. 

At the time, it appeared that there had been no more than a tem- 


porary reprieve from Napoleon's threat to New Orleans. Thomas 
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Jefferson thought of it as only a fortunate moment before the 
attempt to land troops in New Orleans would resume. Because slave 
rebellions had almost never gained permanent success, and no one 
realized what a truly great leader Toussaint had been, most observers 
continued to believe that France would finally control the island and 
that the threat to New Orleans would materialize. The fateful clash 
of French troops with western Americans was prevented only by the 
unforeseeable events on that chaotic and disease-ridden island. In a 
sense, although yellow fever played a major role and Toussaint’s life 
ended tragically, his rebellion can be said to have played a significant 
part in preserving America’s future in the continent. 

In any event, when Livingston read Jefferson’s letter while in 
Paris, he knew the president wanted his official representative to 
goad Napoleon with what he considered intemperate saber-rattling. 
Livingston thought it would provoke equal or greater excesses on the 
First Consul’s part. And while that storm raged, he could imagine 
how little luck he would have getting anywhere near Napoleon after 
that. He had worked too hard and come too far in prodding these 
people to the point of talking seriously about some amicable 
arrangement for New Orleans. He honestly felt that some of the 
French talked to him as a person, apart from his status as the Amer- 
ican minister, putting them almost at the point of confiding things 
they would not say officially. That was certainly true of Marbois, 
although within strict limits. One could never be quite sure with 
Talleyrand. And he knew it was unthinkable that Napoleon should 
utter a confidence, but he thought the impulse to do it was in all 
their minds. Not only was this attitude pleasantly flattering, but Liv- 
ingston believed the impulse alone was worth something in the del- 
icate job of diplomatic compromise. 

He would put war talk aside for now and present the American 


case with his customary logic and dignity. The State Department 
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might, in case it intercepted and read French messages, suspect this 
insubordination, but they could never prove that he had failed to 
deliver Jefferson’s warning verbally. In any case, he saw no reason to 
feel guilty. If his own reliance on civility proved effective, he would 
be serving his country well—and the Virginians would claim the 


credit for it anyway. 


Oyler Fie 
THE 
MISTRUSTED ENVOY 


s 1802 moved along, Robert Livingston began to feel an inner 
A excitement that had a pleasurable side, but also a disquieting 
one. He had been in Paris long enough to know a great many peo- 
ple, and he was seeing both Talleyrand and Marbois often enough to 
know their verbal patterns and to realize that an ongoing decline in 
France’s cash position might be altering Napoleon’s posture on the 
subject of Louisiana. 

Added to this information came appalling news from Saint 
Domingue. The formerly lush, profit-producing possession had 
become an island of yellow fever and death. Livingston could detect 
the hidden anxiety that hung in the air when leading Frenchmen 
talked with each other. His knowledge of spoken French was inex- 
act and his hearing was less than normal, but his sensitivity was 
acute, and it was clear when certain sentences broke off short of 
completion. It was as if he had learned another foreign language— 
not merely French, but now the language of Napoleonic govern- 


ment: troop movements, shifts in personnel, the First Consul’s 
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whereabouts. The men around Napoleon followed his movements 
minute by minute. “He is leaving his desk. He is going into the 
reception. Now he is talking with the Spanish Ambassador. No, that 
was broken off very quickly. He is approaching the ladies, telling 
them a story. He is smiling....” Every such report was thought to 
hold a meaning. 

Talleyrand, of course, was somewhat different. He was attentive to 
Napoleon, but not entirely subservient. And as he listened to the 
reports of the leader’s movements, he wore the self-assured expression 
of one who usually understands what each change of mood means. 

Livingston had known Talleyrand only by reputation, and while 
he knew that the man was destined to be a major historical figure, 
he was impervious to this type of fame. Livingston had been sur- 
rounded by powerful men since childhood, knew that he was going 
to become the head of a great landholding New York family, and was 
not easily impressed by a person whose acceptance of lavish bribes 
was better known than his clever diplomacy. That might seem nor- 
mal to the Europeans, but to an American, a bribe-taker seemed like 
little more than a well-dressed beggar. Francois Marbois was entirely 
another matter. Livingston had known him quite well when Marbois 
was a young French diplomat in Philadelphia. Meeting again in this 
totally different situation, the two men were drawn to each other, 
and there were times when they found it hard to remember that they 
were on opposite sides of an intense negotiation. Marbois was very 
much inclined to see things from America’s point of view, and Liv- 
ingston, as a patrician, was even more disposed to talk to Marbois as 
if he genuinely wanted to pass along some good advice for French 
consideration. Marbois often found the advice very sound—bien 
sérieux et tout a fait normal. 

The sense that a change of direction was in the wind both 


excited Livingston and made him apprehensive, for he felt that the 
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change might rob him of a great opportunity that he was beginning 
to envision. In a way, the French ambience was beginning to feel 
more like home to him than the America with which his correspon- 
dence produced such contradictory responses. The sensations he 
gathered as he talked with so many highly placed people—French, 
English, German, Dutch, Belgian, Swiss—made renewed war in 
Europe seem likely. That, in turn, would alter the First Consul’s 
thoughts about the New World. It might push them into the future, 
or it could open the way for some new arrangement in which Robert 
Livingston would have a leading role. 

He was proud of having been chancellor of New York State, and 
he liked being addressed by that title, as he often was. He was proud, 
too, of having administered the oath of office to George Washing- 
ton when the first president was inaugurated in New York City. But 
he knew that these distinctions had resulted from family connec- 
tions. Except for his advanced farming and animal husbandry, he 
had accomplished little on his own. Now, for the first time in a com- 
fortable life, he might become the central figure in a great affair, not 
just one of a successful group. Most everything written about Liv- 
ingston (except for a splendid biography by George Dangerfield) has 
pictured him as a smug and totally self-satisfied New York aristocrat, 
which is very superficial, if one considers his past. 

When the colonies were on the brink of war in 1775, Robert 
Livingston had been plunged into revolutionary politics as one of 
New York’s delegates to the Second Continental Congress. He had 
seemed to have a young man’s sense of daring at first, writing that 
“the coercive aspect of Parliament seems odious to me,” and saying 
that “If the King is determined to subdue us by force, it will be far 
from an easy matter. If America falls, it will fall like a strong man.” 

But his father, a highly respected judge, kept reminding him of 
the arguments for moderation. By June 1776, after his father’s 
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death, he was siding with those who wanted caution and delay. It has 
been said that “He was important enough to be a leader, but a leader 
for postponement.” When, on June 11, he was appointed to a com- 
mittee of five who would draw up a declaration of independence, he 
found himself in the company of Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, 
Benjamin Franklin, and Roger Sherman. When it was asked what 
Livingston was doing in such a group, it was said either that he was 
there to represent the minority or, at best, that he was supposed to 
get New York committed to the declaration. He never alluded to his 
labors there. His own biographer wrote, “To have sat in silence 
among the immortals is a memory from which few men would 
extract any gratification. And Livingston certainly did not do so.” 

When most of the signers performed that act in Philadelphia on 
August 2, 1776, Robert Livingston was immersed in local defense 
matters back in New York, and it was Philip Livingston, a cousin, 
who signed for the family. These inglorious memories would appear 
to throw a different light on the American minister's hopes for the 
Louisiana negotiations and his exceptional distress when the oppor- 
tunity dissolved. 

Livingston was far from the cipher that Jefferson and Madison 
considered him to be. He had gone to Paris full of determination to 
make his mark as a diplomat, even sensing as he did that his superi- 
ors did not fully believe in him in the way that matched their trust 
in some others—and particularly their endless faith in fellow Vir- 
ginians. As a new American minister, the chancellor had begun his 
Parisian stay by devising some clever stratagems for becoming closely 
connected with leaders that were difficult to approach. But the dis- 
trust of his superiors brought out the worst in him. This is where the 
usual description of the man as a smug aristocrat seems to go astray. 


Wanting to impress, he sent Madison too many reports with too 
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many words that were obviously meant to show how cleverly he was 
handling affairs. Far from being smug, he was begging for approval. 
Madison—with a positive genius for clear, concise, and minimal 
communication—answered few of these missives, and only did so in 
the most dismissive way. 

This odd relationship would be a feature of the negotiation until 
the very last day. Livingston’s ideas often interested Napoleon, and 
that fact alone was enough to make Talleyrand or Marbois more 
respectful of him. They sensed that he was not well regarded in 
Washington, and so they wondered what kind of game was being 
played by such clever and capable men as the French knew the U.S. 
leaders to be. Why had they sent a poorly regarded person to the key 
Paris post? The French even wondered whether it might be some 
kind of ruse—was Livingston a skilled investigator who fooled peo- 


ple by his simple ways? 


(0 


When Livingston failed in—or at least long delayed in—deliv- 
ering President Jefferson’s pungent warning to the French, he was to 
some extent motivated by a hopeless bitterness of his own. The Vir- 
ginians who now ruled in Washington just barely tolerated Liv- 
ingston, and he knew it. Jefferson and Madison thought him windy 
and slow-witted, and they may have harbored a poor memory of the 
days in 1776 when he had been such an indecisive young man. 
Whatever the cause, they would not normally have considered him 
for the delicate Paris post. Their first and second choices had reasons 
for turning down the offer, and the pressures of party politics had 
forced them to call on Livingston. The same political pressures that 
had put Livingston in line for the job had prevented Jefferson from 
replacing him as his confidence waned. Besides, to change envoys 
after a very short tenure would have signalled the French that the 


Americans were in disarray, so Livingston was left in Paris to soldier 
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on. But not once had Jefferson or Madison given him the feeling 
that they really valued his observations. And he was not at all the 
only northerner who had experienced this sense of exclusion. 

The group of superior Virginians that destiny had bestowed on 
the new nation operated like an “old boys’ club.” They supported 
each other through successes and reverses, cleverly arranged political 
ploys that usually carried the day, and carefully nurtured the 
younger Virginians, such as James Monroe, who struck them as 
being the right sort. This one state, it has been said, had so many 
illustrious men that Socrates himself would pass unnoticed and for- 
gotten in Virginia if he were not a public figure and some of his 
speeches were preserved in a newspaper. George Mason, Peyton 
Randolph, Dabney Carr, and several others could easily have held 
their own in intellect or debate with the better-known figures like 
Washington, Jefferson, and Madison, if they had had a mind to do 
so. Even when they disagreed among themselves, these larger-than- 
life leaders shared a trust that was seldom extended to anyone from 
the north. Surely it was not extended to Livingston, the New Yorker. 

Despite his rather slow and effete manner, Livingston was more 
analytical than they knew, and he was all too aware of their low 
regard for him. He thought they had let him stay on as a token 
northerner because they had not realized how delicate the French 
relationship would become. But even now, their responses to his let- 
ters showed little interest in hearing how the atmosphere had altered 
since Jefferson’s days in Paris, and what it was like to deal with devi- 
ous officials who were themselves unsure of how their headstrong 
First Consul might change his views from one day to the next. 

How much more confidence the administration had in its other 
envoys than it did in Livingston is shown by a letter that Madison 
wrote to Charles Pinckney in Madrid on May 11, 1802. This is a 
quite voluble and broadly explanatory letter, such as Madison hardly 
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ever troubled to send Livingston. He told Pinckney that the French 
refusal of any explanations seemed to admit that the cession had 
taken place, adding, “Still there are chances of obtaining a reversal 
of this transaction.” At this point the secretary of state clearly gave 
Pinckney full powers to negotiate a variety of possible deals with the 
Spanish government if vital territories could be secured that way: 
“Should Spain retain New Orleans and the Floridas, I repeat to you 
the wish of the President, that every effort and address be employed 
to obtain the arrangement by which the territory on the east side of 
the Mississippi, including New Orleans, may be ceded to the United 
States...” And a few lines farther along, he added, “I am charged by 
the President now to add, that you may not only receive and trans- 
mit a proposition, but may make the proposition yourself, in the 
forms required by our constitution. You may infer from the enlarge- 
ment of your authority, how much importance is attached to the 
object in question.” 

The downgrading of Livingston by American leaders had become 
obvious to others, and some apparently referred to it openly. It can 
well be imagined how far the slurs may have gone in personal conver- 
sations, considering the offensive remarks that were actually commit- 
ted to paper. These eruptions sank to the level of farce. Rufus King, 
for example, was a New Englander with strong anti-slavery feelings 
and close ties to New York, having married a New Yorker. He would 
normally be expected to have been at least tolerably well-disposed 
toward Robert Livingston, and, being a leading Federalist, not 
intimately connected with the Virginia Republican Madison. Yet, 
when he was American minister in London, he found occasions 
to make derogatory remarks to the secretary of state about his 
colleague in Paris. 

One letter of King’s to Madison in March 1801 actually implied 


that it might be quite easy to arrange the Louisiana matter if the 
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Americans only had a competent minister in Paris who could explain 
things clearly. These remarks about a colleague are breathtakingly 
insulting, considering that this was an official communication that 
might possibly be seen by the intelligence services of both England 
and France. It ended: “What effect a plain and judicious representa- 
tion upon this subject, made to the French Government by a minis- 
ter of talents and entitled to confidence, would be likely to have, is 
quite beyond any means of judging which I possess; but on this 
account, as well as others of importance, it is a subject of regret that 
we have not such a character at Paris at this time.” 

Despite this lowly standing he had among colleagues, a grand hid- 
den ambition stirred Livingston’s thoughts—the idea of seeking the 
vice presidency of the United States. It would have been a foolish 
dream, except for the very practical fact that the Paris post had intro- 
duced him to a group of wealthy supporters, headed by one hard- 
driving individual, a speculator named James Swan, who promised to 
promote his candidacy. He would do this in return for Livingston’s 
efforts to win some large sums from France for losses these supporters 
had sustained when their ships and cargoes had been captured and 
their crews mistreated. It would all be very proper. Livingston would 
be doing his job on behalf of some American citizens, and they might 
naturally show their appreciation and their conviction that this was a 
public servant who merited an even higher role. Now, if some great 
coup in securing New Orleans and rights to the Mississippi should 
also shine a spotlight on Robert Livingston, the road to a great 
national office would be widened and smoothed. 

There was apprehension in this happy scenario because his cor- 
respondence with Washington—especially with Secretary Madison, 
but also occasionally with the president himself—was oddly unsatis- 


factory. It made him wonder if the blow of being recalled, just as a 
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triumph might be looming, was going to tumble out of some day’s 
mail packet. The more Livingston sent them evidence of his tremen- 
dous efforts in Paris, even signs that he was making a considerable 
impression on the French leaders, the cooler and more distant his 
superiors at home seemed to become. He wondered if they could 
have an inkling of his vice-presidential hopes, which might make 
them want to suppress his chances of success. 

Livingston was actually a part of the Jeffersonian party at this 
time—after having made some dramatic moves between that group 
and the rival Federalists. Yet Jefferson and Madison might well pre- 
fer to see some protégé of theirs glorified with a Louisiana triumph, 
rather than letting it fall into Livingston’s hands. But with such a 
great national issue as Louisiana in the balance, would these lofty 
leaders have let mere partisan politics influence their dealings with 
their own envoy? The answer is almost certainly yes. It has become 
apparent that they knew of Livingston’s political ambitions and 
arranged to keep him out of the election; so it is credible that they 
might have been willing to jeopardize the success of his vital Paris 
mission rather than risk handing him a public and political tri- 
umph. If it is hard to picture two men of such stature as Jefferson 
and Madison in this light, it should be noted that they later dis- 
cussed Livingston’s political hopes with James Monroe, and they 
agreed with the latter’s suggestion that he be detained in Paris after 
the negotiations had ended in order to be sure of eliminating his 
electoral chances. 

A more mysterious form of evasive behavior on Madison’s part 
could have had greater consequences. The secretary of state point- 
edly and repeatedly refused to answer one of Livingston’s key ques- 
tions that was tied to the nation’s destiny. It concerned the 
possibility that the United States might have an opportunity to buy 


some piece of property that would guarantee navigation rights of the 
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Mississippi forever. Ownership would be more secure than renting 
or leasing rights, and Livingston had heard hints that made such an 
arrangement seem a distinct possibility. There was no question that 
Napoleon needed cash, and his need would be greater if renewed war 
with England broke out. Since only a limited area, such as New 
Orleans and part of Florida, was thought to be involved, he could 
easily have sold some rights to the United States without foreclosing 
his dream of an American empire. So Livingston had written to 
Madison, very specifically asking what sort of money he would be 
authorized to offer in case such a buying opportunity suddenly pre- 
sented itself. Livingston then repeated the question a second and a 
third time and received neither a response nor even an acknowledg- 
ment that the subject had been raised. 

It is easy to see why such a secretary of state was irritated by the 
wordiness and the style of his envoy in Paris. But it is harder to see 
why his assessment of Robert Livingston was unfavorable enough to 
cause such negative behavior. One possible reason could have been a 
fear that Livingston would almost certainly bungle any such negoti- 
ation; but it will be shown that Madison was capable of writing 
detailed instructions for step-by-step diplomatic negotiations, and 
he could not have doubted his ability to manage a property purchase 
at a distance. So the likelier explanation is that, here again, the sec- 
retary of state was determined to avoid any possibility of a transac- 
tion that might bring glory to the New Yorker. 

Often a fountain of bright ideas, Livingston was possessed by 
neurotic fears and misgivings that must have seemed a tiresome waste 
of energy to Madison. That does not, however, fully explain Madison’s 
curious maltreatment of his envoy. What at first may seem to have 
been a simple lack of attention becomes a purposeful refusal to 


answer some of Livingston's legitimate questions, virtually making it 
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impossible for the envoy to operate effectively. Madison’s lack of 
support had been in evidence from the start of Livingston’s mission 
to Paris, but as the year 1802 passed, it began to appear to be a pol- 
icy of total rejection. The United States was facing the most threat- 
ening situation it had ever known: France was now known to “own” 
Louisiana as an absentee landlord, to be trying to hide its plans for 
taking possession, and apparently preparing to move in with great 
force at some point. 

The small American diplomatic corps would certainly have been 
expected to work together as closely as possible. Yet it was clear from 
the written correspondence that the secretary of state who headed 
this beleaguered group unaccountably withheld key facts from his 
man in Paris, making it impossible for him to take advantage of a 
great opportunity. 

There had been earlier signs that Livingston was asking for guid- 
ance about how much he might be authorized to offer for certain 
key concessions from the French. But it became a glaring issue in 
July 1802. In a letter to the secretary of state, Livingston clearly 
describes a series of conversations he had contrived to have with the 
Spanish ambassador and a number of other diplomats based in 
Paris. From these talks, he understood that France considered the 
two Floridas to be part of the territory it had taken back from Spain. 
He also mentioned his own belief that France’s expedition to New 
Orleans would be postponed, which proved to be correct. Toward 
the end of the letter, he wrote about the possibility that he would 
receive an offer from France to sell West Florida and New Orleans 
to the United States. He told Madison of meetings in which Tal- 
leyrand talked to him in a very personal way, and he implied that a 
genuine deal might well be proposed to him, adding, “I am sorry 
that you have not communicated to me what are precisely the 


utmost limits of the sum I may venture to offer in cash....” 
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On August 10, although it was too soon for that plea to have 
been answered, he correctly anticipated that no answer would be 
forthcoming, and he reinforced his request, adding, “I am very 
much, however, at a loss as to what terms you would consider it as 
allowable to offer, if they can be brought to a sale of the Floridas 
either with or without New Orleans....” But nothing came of that 
either. 

Whatever Madison’s purpose was, there can be no question that 
Jefferson was well aware of the failure to answer, for the two men 
were clearly in a constant discussion. They jointly avoided giving 
Livingston the orders he asked for until—in the following year— 
they could finally tell him that they had fully briefed James Monroe 
on these points and he would explain it all on his arrival in Paris. 

Technically and formally, the explanation was said to be that 
Monroe, when he would just be coming from Washington, would 
have the advantage of face-to-face briefings. That might have been a 
valid point if Livingston’s question had been asked very near the time 
of Monroe's departure. But the envoy’s queries had begun before there 
was even any talk of Monroe’s coming to Paris. Part of the explanation 
for Madison’s curious behavior may have been his irritation with the 
elaborate proposals Livingston was preparing almost weekly for the 
eyes of Talleyrand and Napoleon. They were actually quite impressive, 
with shrewd assessments of the military and trade possibilities that 
drew Napoleon’s interest, but they had implications for U.S. policy 
that Livingston had no right to suggest. The American minister in 
Paris should have been set straight on the inappropriateness of his 
writings for an official French audience, and this creates another mys- 
tery: Madison failed to write a word of rebuke or correction to Liv- 
ingston, which would have been his duty. 

Jefferson and Madison’s lack of respect for their envoy in Paris 


went deeper than dislike. The philosophical differences between 
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Livingston on the one hand, and the Jefferson-Madison team on the 
other, may have been the basic reason for their distrust. Both Jeffer- 
son and Madison were superlative politicians, instinctively seeking 
the “workable” and the “possible” on any issue; Livingston seemed 
to feel above politics, more inclined to search for what was “fair” and 
“right.” Livingston’s sensitivity and fair-mindedness had failed to 
win him great esteem and his reactions were often seen as unusual, 
rather than politically correct. 

An example from his earlier career is quite revealing. Livingston 
had been a member of the House of Representatives when, in 1798, 
a spy scandal erupted in which certain persons were accused of being 
pro-French agents seeking—among other things—to give Louisiana 
to France. One of these was a historian named Volney and another 
was the “Citizen” Genét who had once been a popular French envoy 
to America, later became the center of a great dispute, but then had 
settled quietly as a naturalized American citizen. The 1798 charges 
were ridiculous, but when the Federalists had whipped up such 
emotions that few dared to preach moderation, Livingston had the 
courage to demand facts in place of vague suspicions. “No evidence 
having been produced,” he told the House one day, “we have a right 
to say that none exists.” He could have been admired for his fairness, 
but instead there were those who called him “hard to understand.” 

He had a most interesting mind and a unique way of attacking 
intricate problems that he had never dealt with before. But because 
his approach was often an unusual one, once again, it tended to be 
regarded as odd rather than creative. This certainly applied to his 
performance in the Paris post. While his own superiors apparently 
found him tiresome or worse, it is noteworthy that all of the French 
officials involved studied Livingston’s writings with great interest— 
and also a little wonderment. They didn’t know what to make of 


a minister who, when discussing an issue, might suddenly begin 
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looking at it from the French point of view, rather than his own 
country’s—actually making suggestions on what France might do, 
even if they seemed at odds with American wishes. 

He once wrote a quite improbable note concerning France’s obli- 
gations to American claimants whose ships had been seized. Liv- 
ingston slyly commiserated that perhaps the French Treasury could 
not afford to make payment. Both Napoleon and Talleyrand suf- 
fered such pricks to their pride that Napoleon instructed his foreign 
minister to write that French finances were not at all a problem and 
that payment could certainly be made if the claims were verified. 
Livingston repeatedly had conversations with Talleyrand and 
Napoleon that were unlike those of any other country’s representa- 
tive, causing them to come forth with thought-provoking remarks 
about Louisiana. It occasionally seemed that they had said more 
than they meant to say, as men may do when they are dealing with 
a person whose nonthreatening manner lowers their guard. 

Some accounts have reported that such a spontaneous exchange 
occurred when Talleyrand, as early as 1802, astonished Livingston as 
they talked about Louisiana by suddenly asking, “Do you want to 
buy it?” Livingston is said to have been quick-minded enough to say, 
“No, but I think France should want to sell it.” Talleyrand then said 
he had only asked that question on his own, that it was not an idea 
the First Consul had ever mentioned, and he begged Livingston not 
to repeat it. But there is no strong evidence that this exchange actu- 
ally took place. A more serious and deliberate query of this kind 
would occur, but only in April of the following year, at the climax of 
the negotiation. 

Among Livingston’s failings was a tendency to pursue any ideas 
of his own that seemed good, without carefully examining them for 


flaws and pitfalls. He had tried, for example, to rouse the British 
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minister in Paris to see what a danger to Britain’s interests these 
Louisiana developments posed, for he felt that England might try to 
discourage Napoleon and lessen the need for action on America’s 
part. He had also asked Rufus King, the American minister in Lon- 
don, to press the subject there. In either case, it had the appearance 
of a likely initiative, but not if one has considered that Britain cov- 
eted New Orleans and might very well regard this suggestion as an 
invitation to occupy that key city “in order to protect it from a pos- 
sible French takeover.” Seen in that light, it was an amateur blunder. 
Such a move would have been far more disastrous for the United 
States than any French action, for the much greater British naval 
force could not have been displaced. War against the country that 
provided most of America’s trade earnings was far less thinkable than 
hostilities against France. Livingston had put himself on a very dan- 
gerous track without taking the time to assess it. 

For his part, having had no previous experience in diplomacy, Liv- 
ingston was proud of the way he had handled his delicate assignment. 
And—until he marred the whole experience with his bad behavior after 
the deal was done—his self-judgment seems to have been reasonably 
justified. As the scion of one of the country’s great families and the long- 
time chancellor of New York state, he felt affronted at having to make 
himself into a social climber in order to start a form of relationship with 
Napoleon. Talleyrand had duly presented him one day as a matter of 
course, but then had minimized the chance of further contacts. 

Livingston, however, had found a way to encounter Napoleon 
on his own. He had ingratiated himself with the British ambassa- 
dor and was often invited to the other embassy for receptions when 
the great man was to be present. This served the purposes of both 
envoys, for the English wanted to keep Napoleon reminded that 
the former colonies were the closest of trade partners and might 


team up as military allies, if necessary. Livingston had had several 
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personal talks with Napoleon, who surprisingly sensed and 
respected the aristocratic strain in the New Yorker’s makeup. The 
First Consul seemed to take a special interest in him, probably 
because a person who was in a high position, yet apparently not 
highly regarded by his own countrymen, might hold the clue to 
some weakness in the U.S. posture. Or, the brilliant Napoleon must 
also have wondered, might there not be a slim chance that Liv- 
ingston’s strangely French-oriented ideas were actually an alternate 
policy that the Americans were considering and testing in a most 
unusual way? But apart from these practical possibilities, Napoleon 
apparently felt an affinity for the underestimated American. He had 
even quickly noticed that Livingston was hard of hearing, and he 
showed a rare consideration by enunciating his staccato comments 


a little more clearly when addressing the courteous New Yorker. 


Among the small points of pride that Livingston cherished from 
his experience in high diplomacy was the fact that he had actually 
come very close to bribing the great Talleyrand. Although he looked 
down on bribery, he seemed delighted with himself for having 
nearly done business with a debauched person of such distinction, 
like a simple man who is thrilled to have actually discussed terms 
with a famous courtesan. Even though the number of persons who 
could claim this experience was remarkably large, Livingston felt 
that they were all established diplomats, men who might be seen 
meeting with Metternich, the ultimate diplomatist. So when Liv- 
ingston had first noticed Talleyrand’s disinclination to bring him 
into Napoleon’s orbit, he imagined that the foreign minister’s sub- 
tle reasons for wanting to keep the relationship in his own hands 
probably included the hope of earning a bribe for himself if any 
deal were concluded, as Talleyrand had done in so many previous 


negotiations. 
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At a later stage, Livingston rather surprisingly managed to con- 
coct a plan for bribing Talleyrand, and he did it well enough to 
make the foreign minister take it seriously. The incident showed 
how far the U.S. had moved from its earlier abhorrence of bribery. 
Livingston clearly had Madison's approval, for it is boldly stated in 
their correspondence, which gives an interesting picture of what the 
founding fathers were ready to consider when the nation’s top pri- 
orities were at stake. The term “personal interest” was the euphe- 
mism for a bribe, and our infant State Department not only had the 
expression in its vocabulary, but also had a numerical code number 
to express it in the very simple cipher that U.S. diplomats were 
taught to employ. In one of his messages to Madison after learning 
that he would be joined by Monroe, Livingston declared it to be 
a pity that Monroe would need a long time to get onto the same 
terms he had established with Talleyrand on what regards 
“540.1675.1460.1541,” which decodes to “personal interest.” 

Livingston liked to forget, when he belabored this point in his 
later complaints, that his bribe was far outstripped by a massive one 
that the British proposed to Talleyrand and Joseph Bonaparte, 
brother of Napoleon, if they would convince Napoleon to abide by 
a former peace treaty and let Britain retain Malta without going to 
war. This arrangement would have allowed Napoleon to hold on to 
New Orleans and take over the Floridas—in effect keeping his 
dream of a New World empire alive. It had so many attractions for 
Napoleon—and for Talleyrand, who went to work on it aggres- 
sively—that it might have prevailed, except for the surprisingly 
effective warning dispatches from the French legation in Washing- 
ton. By warning that the Americans might fight very hard against a 
French troop landing in New Orleans, Louis-André Pichon was liv- 
ing up to his foreign minister’s expectations—telling the truth even 


if it was not what Talleyrand himself hoped to hear. 
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If Livingston was rather pleased at having learned to hold his 
own on this demanding scene, the low esteem of his American supe- 
riors saddled him with a steady resentment and fear that they would 
somehow undercut his chance for greatness. Apart from his long 
service to New York in roles up to the chancellorship, he felt he 
should have been considered one of his nation’s founding fathers. 
Even if he had not been a great contributor to the committee that 
worked on the Declaration of Independence, he had surely done 
nothing to oppose any of Jefferson’s ideas. How could it be, he won- 


dered, that their approaches to vital problems were now so different? 


Neyer Sie 
NAPOLEON'S 
ODD COUPLE 


politely conducted but important clash between two of 

Napoleon's closest confidants was under way at this time. 
Independent-minded as he was, the First Consul had a great need to 
hear others comment on his plans. He might respond brusquely or 
appear to ignore the words, but stating an idea and hearing a reac- 
tion seemed to steady Napoleon, much as one looks into a mirror 
for orientation or reassurance, then walks on. 

Talleyrand, the foreign minister, would normally have been the 
First Consul’s closest confidant in an international negotiation, but 
it is significant that Napoleon was elbowing him aside in the case of 
Louisiana. For one thing, the French pretended, at the outset, that 
there was nothing to negotiate. They had already worked out an 
arrangement with the Spanish in 1800, making Louisiana legally 
their own, even though they had chosen not to let the world know 
and then had been unready to take possession. Napoleon gave a firm 
order that Talleyrand, who wanted to see France retain and expand 


the colony, must be kept informed of any moves, but he depended 
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increasingly on Francois Marbois, his treasury minister, as a go- 
between with the Americans. This can surely be taken as a sign that 
the idea of selling Louisiana was already in the ruler’s mind, but no 
one seems to have noticed it at that time. And this minister’s strong 
views in favor of selling the colony were as opposite to Talleyrand’s 
as the two men were in every other way. 

Francois Marbois, later the Marquis de Barbé-Marbois, had 
come to the United States in 1779, at age thirty-four, as secretary of 
the French Legation, then located in the temporary capital of 
Philadelphia. He remained until 1785. There can seldom have been 
a more popular visitor who showed such an appreciation of the new 
country’s good qualities. 

When he found himself aboard ship with John Adams, who was 
returning from a stay as American minister to Paris, he had the 
courage to use his rudimentary English (and some of Adams’s sery- 
iceable French) to engage the crusty great man in prolonged conver- 
sations, from which they emerged lifelong friends. And he did so 
despite the fact that Adams was considered to be strongly anti- 
French in his Federalist policies. On that voyage, the youthful Mar- 
bois also spent long hours with Adams’s son, John Quincy, learning 
American slang from him, and later putting it to good use when he 
met, wooed, and married a wealthy and beautiful Philadelphia girl. 

But even before that, Marbois had been so taken with America that 
his memoirs and letters from that visit were made into a volume with the 
title Our Revolutionary Forefathers (meaning that the American Revolu- 
tion was the forerunner of the French Revolution). The volume 
delighted Americans because its observations were reminders of how 
exceptional their country could look to a friendly visitor. At the start of 
the second chapter, titled “Boston 1779,” he wrote: “We are now in 
Boston. When I see these regions which were once savage and almost 


deserted, and today are peopled, fertile, and covered with orchards, I 
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cannot tire of admiring the progress of civilization, which has made more 
advance here in a hundred years than Europe has made in ten centuries.” 

His descriptions of Cambridge are memorable—its beauty as the site 
of a great university, and the very impressive center of learning that he 
found Harvard University to be. But he was far from a sycophant, for a 
few pages later he said, “We shall not have a word to say to you about 
Titian, or Raphael, or Correggio, or Poussin. I do not believe that there 
is a single good picture in the entire United States.... There will be no 
examples of architecture worthy of attracting our attention for a 
moment, and not a single remarkable bridge...” 

He wrote admiringly about the simple American qualities that 
“these same men who open doors for themselves and buy their own 
food, are those who have brought about this Revolution, and who, 
when it is necessary, raise a musket to their shoulders and march on 
the enemy. And between ourselves, I am not sure that people who 
have porters, stewards, butlers, and covered carriages with springs, 
would have offered the same resistance to despotism.” 

This estimable young man had gone on to have the kind of 
roller-coaster career that many Frenchmen experienced during that 
revolutionary epoch, enjoying high titles at some moments and 
arrest and near execution at others. Now, these twenty-two years 
later, Marbois was Napoleon’s treasury minister. The only critical 
comment that has been made about Marbois was his lack of imagi- 
nation. He was certainly intelligent, and in the days of his stay in 
America, the youthful charm of a friendly Frenchman made him 
appear to be accomplished. But in the company of Napoleon and 
Talleyrand, his want of brilliance was apparent. 

He had lived through some horrifying times, especially when the 
radical French Directory exiled him to a convict colony in French 


Guiana, even though no wrongdoing was proved against him. 
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Having lived five years as governor of Saint Domingue, he knew 
how to survive the tropical heat that killed most prisoners. He was 
freed by Napoleon, who had heard reports about his good character. 
From then on, he advanced to ever-higher offices, for Napoleon was 
always wise enough to know the rarity and immense value of a truly 
honest public servant. 

As much as Napoleon detested the contractors who made for- 
tunes by overcharging for every item they sold the army and the 
scurrilous types who tried for high office with no thought of really 
accomplishing anything, he felt that he must put up with the occa- 
sional rare schemer, like the incomparable Talleyrand or the unique 
police chief Fouché, men whose brilliance in a specialized field was 
indispensable, even if he could not know to what extent he could 
trust them. But even while admiring the most talented, albeit con- 
temptible, advisors, he respected and cherished the rare person of 
real integrity and loyalty. He felt that he had one in Marbois, and he 
totally entrusted the treasury to him. 

Not even total confidence, however, prevented Napoleon from 
inspecting and auditing his work with a flood of suggestions. 
Napoleon wrote Marbois from camp on one occasion that he had 
reviewed some reports on the previous night, “and I see that among 
the holders of terminal annuities, you are paying one person born in 
1701, two in 1702, and more than 2,600 persons from before 1720. 
This means that among the terminal annuitants, there are 2,600 per- 
sons more than eighty-five years old. An account of those 2,600 per- 
sons must be printed and of all the annuitants up to 1725; their 
accounts must be sent round to the prefects to verify the existence of 
these individuals and to assure that they are the same persons to 
whom the annuity was credited.” 

Marbois told that story with delight, and he probably was not 
nearly as distressed about being taken to task by Napoleon as the 
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sensitive Livingston imagined. The fifty-eight-year-old American 
minister's great empathy caused him actual pain when he thought of 
the hurt pride that Marbois, of the same age, must have felt to be 
working for the thirty-two-year-old Napoleon. He felt it was offen- 
sive to see one who was so esteemed by Americans ordered about by 
the young dictator. It was not that Napoleon was normally as rude 
or explosive as people imagined; he simply talked as if France were 
his house or farm and he was telling servants what to do in a few 
short monosyllables. In the words of one nineteenth-century 
observer, “He does, it is true, consult two ministers of state, but he 
turns abruptly away from the advice of one of them, and to the 
other he gives directions as positive and arbitrary as if he were 
directing a broker to sell a cargo.” 

But while Livingston especially felt the similarity of their ages as 
a bond, other factors played an even stronger role in Marbois’s rela- 
tionship with Livingston. Marbois must have found him to be one 
more American with a remarkable view of affairs, one who was not 
an ordinary or even a professional diplomat, but instead someone 
who invented his own solutions to an issue. For example, Livingston 
had prepared a document of more than a dozen pages, suggesting to 
the First Consul himself a whole new approach to running the 
French economy. Forget about colonies, Livingston had said—not 
because we Americans don’t want you in our area, but because 
colonies make no sense for France. Colonies are for countries that 
have an excess population and insufficient ability to produce fine 
goods that can be exported to others. You are in exactly the opposite 
position. Your wonderful craftsmen and makers of fine wines and 
foods have great products that the world is waiting to buy. With 
America as the friendly ally that it has always been, some of the huge 
profits that England now makes from trade with America could be 


your profits. Instead of spending millions of francs to support 
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colonies, you could take in all that gold in exchange for your 
goods—and so on. 

There were Americans who found these pages overlong and 
windy. Monroe said so outright. Madison received copies, and seems 
never to have commented on the effort. But Marbois and Talleyrand 
had both read the memorandum with great interest and suggested it 
to Napoleon—usually a risky business, since the First Consul was 
not pleased if the subject turned out to be boring. In this case, he 
read the pages with some seriousness. Clearly, he would not have 
considered the overall plan for making export profits rather than war 
as a general policy. But he may have thought that the risk-versus- 
reward picture, as it applied to Louisiana, was worth rethinking. 

A number of such incidents during these past two years had 
brought Marbois into contact with Livingston. Like all his col- 
leagues, Marbois wondered about the oddity of the man’s high posi- 
tion, yet apparent lack of standing with Washington. Even his title 
was not as elevated as the State Department could have made it. 
Why not? Was the administration in Washington trying to send 
some kind of diplomatic message—perhaps a sign of displeasure 
with the Napoleonic regime? 

Whatever the case, Marbois liked and respected Livingston per- 
sonally, and he hoped—for both countries’ sake—that his mission 
would succeed. In this view, he was again very different from his col- 
league Talleyrand, for the latter had dangled a global plan before 
Napoleon, one that relied on eventually taking over New Orleans, 
spreading colonists out into the Territory, creating a new empire in 
America, and then continuing westward along the allegedly short 


route to China—where an Asian empire might be considered. 


Even with his limited role in this negotiation, Talleyrand’s pres- 


ence was reflected in almost every turn of events. His character and 
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influence can be better understood by ignoring the corruption that 
has dogged his memory. The French foreign minister was one of the 
most creative of all political strategists. He had already made him- 
self famous before he played a major part in making Napoleon the 
dictator of France. Among many of the ideas he offered to the First 
Consul was his original proposal of a broad plan to create more 
strong French colonies, which had inflamed Napoleon's imagination 
and led to his interest in Louisiana. Yet his astonishing ability to 
keep observing things afresh enabled him to review ongoing devel- 
opments as dispassionately as though he was seeing them for the 
first time. 

The frequent emphasis on Napoleon’s disdain for this diplomat 
is based on just a few flippant comments the conqueror made and 
on recollections late in Napoleon’s life. In between—and definitely 
during the start of the nineteenth century—the First Consul 
admired Talleyrand’s intellect, liked talking to him for hours, and 
counted on his advice—though in the unique Napoleonic way that 
could sometimes shut him out of a subject for weeks at a time. 
Through much of this negotiation, Napoleon was disregarding Tal- 
leyrand because he knew the minister was opposed to any sale of the 
Louisiana property, and this was the direction in which Napoleon 
eventually began to proceed. But with Talleyrand, to be shunned 
was immaterial. He managed to be in the right rooms and part of 
the right conversations often enough to know what was happening 


and to interject incisive remarks or reminders. 


A few impressionistic recollections of Talleyrand help to explain 
his greatness. Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord was born in 
1754. His father had been a lieutenant general, related to the great- 
est houses of France, but was rather poor because he was a second 


son. Distinguished lineage was supposed to be more important than 
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wealth, but little Charles-Maurice seems to have suffered enough in 
his early years to have concluded just the opposite. 

His uncaring parents had farmed him out to a woman who was 
paid to raise him safely. He seemed unexceptional, but it was dis- 
covered when he was small that he was somewhat lame, which con- 
tributed to a low estimation of his prospects in life. So his parents 
decided that the priesthood was his best chance to make something 
of himself. He was bitterly opposed to taking his vows, but no sign 
of his iron will or vivid personality had emerged at that time, so he 
spoke of having “felt too weak to say no to his mother.” 

As a young abbé, he began to behave in a rather dissolute fash- 
ion and to be seen with questionable companions. On his deathbed, 
his father apologized to him for having forced him into the religious 
life for which he was so clearly unsuited. His father’s notion of mak- 
ing up for this wrong was to ask the king to make his little son 
Bishop of Autun, and the king signed that order two days before the 
father’s death. 

At the ceremony elevating him to this office, Talleyrand, barely 
thirty years old, stumbled over the liturgy as badly as his crippled leg 
stumbled over his vestments. But his love of good food, wine, and 
fine conversation made the reception that followed a huge success. 

From then on, the dinners he gave at the Bishop’s Palace were 
great affairs, and he was almost like a politician on campaign in his 
wooing of the public in his diocese. Soon he stunned his own people 
and attracted national attention when he proposed a program of eco- 
nomic and social reform that was daringly liberal for its day. Among 
other things, he said that freedom of speech and of the press were 
essential, education must be available to all citizens, and trial by jury 
and habeas corpus should be guaranteed. His program, so clearly 
ahead of his time, led to his election as a delegate to a convention that 


Louis XVI had been forced to call because all levels of the population 
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had become restive and the economy was in shambles. The hope was 
that reforms might be introduced that would give France a constitu- 
tion and a revived spirit. Talleyrand’s role proved to be so great that 
when he left Autun in 1789 to go to the Estates General meeting in 
Paris, he would never return to his diocese again. 

While Talleyrand was sincere in believing that the people 
deserved all the privileges he had proposed, he was horrified at the 
idea of their claiming or demanding these rights. He felt that it was 
the role of the upper class to bestow the rights. Popular demand, he 
thought, was akin to snatching away the rights. He would always 
love order and hate extremism or violence. 

When the Assembly passed the famous Declaration of the 
Rights of Man (which gained added fame when Thomas Paine pub- 
lished his classic English translation of it), it became known that 
Talleyrand had authored the sixth of the twenty-two articles. The 
article pretended to deal with the finances of the state, but it actu- 
ally went far beyond economics. It said that all persons are equal in 
the sight of the law, equally eligible to all honors, places, and 
employments, according to their different abilities. In other words, 
no accident of birth should give one man a special place and deprive 
another of the position for which he has a natural talent. That in 
itself had made him an exceptional figure. Then, when he asked per- 
mission to speak to the Assembly on October 10, 1789, he 
unleashed a real thunderbolt. 

The finances of the state were exhausted, he said, and the people 
could not be taxed any further. According to the Bishop of Autun, 
there was only one source of revenue left to be tapped. Said Tal- 
leyrand, “This source, it seems to me, is the property of the church.” 

The church owned about a fifth of the nation’s property. The 
bishop proposed that it be nationalized and all the expenses of the 
clergy and relief to the poor be paid from the proceeds. Then he qui- 
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etly sat down and made a move that became a Talleyrand trade- 
mark—he took no part in the debate that raged for nearly a month. 
Having set things in motion, he was never seen to fight. While oth- 
ers argued heatedly for and against the measure, he never again rose 
to speak. When it was passed by a large majority, he became the 
most famous and popular man in France. 

In his memoirs, his obsession with good taste led him to under- 
state the many things he proposed and actually accomplished during 
a five-month period that followed, including the founding of a 
national bank, reduction of interest on the national debt, voting 
rights for Jews, and police regulations for Paris. He was proudest of 
his Report on Public Education, which affected schools all over 
Europe, made the French system highly admired, and had an effect 
for well over a century, with its insistence on a carefully structured 
plan of schooling for all young persons. 

He explained all these accomplishments by saying he had fol- 
lowed the advice of his greatest patron, the Duc de Choiseul, who 
did nothing himself that he could delegate to others, “so that one 
day’s work has more than twenty-four hours.” He was physically lazy 
but unusually mentally active—which he recognized, discussed, and 
considered the perfect combination for the conduct of diplomacy. 

Even when discussing the most urgent political issues, Talleyrand is 
described by one biographer, Jack F. Bernard, as “lounging noncha- 
lantly on a sofa, with his face mobile, undecipherable under his pow- 
dered wig, saying little, occasionally interjecting a subtle or telling 
phrase, and then lapsing into his posture of distinguished lassitude and 
indifference.” Nearly everyone, including women, found him charm- 
ing despite the childhood limp that he never overcame. 

Talleyrand’s passion for dissipation was almost as great a part of 
his reputation as his talent for earning bribes. As in all such subjects, 


like the remarks about how Talleyrand’s illegitimate children could 
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be found like chestnuts all over Paris, both truth and exaggeration 
were mingled. That a less-than-handsome person with a limp was 
such a ladies man was due more to his skill with words than to any 
other talent that has been recorded. The brilliant Germaine de Staél 
put it best when she said, “If Talleyrand’s conversation could be pur- 
chased, I would gladly go into bankruptcy.” 

As the most famous person of the moment, admired and applauded 
wherever he went, he was elected president of the Assembly for a fort- 
night. This was a time when the mobs were getting out of hand. The 
king and royal family were seized. It is doubtful whether Talleyrand 
could have used his popularity to save them and the monarchy, but he 
didn’t lift a finger to try. He had said he would never again “raise any 
obstacle between opportunity and myself,” and it seems that he consid- 
ered the king more an obstacle than an opportunity. 

Like his colleague Barbé-Marbois, Talleyrand had “undergone” a 
stay in America, and the two men showed the difference between 
them with such immoderate disagreement in their opinion of the 
New World. Marbois never ceased praising how much the Ameri- 
cans had accomplished in so short a time. Talleyrand could hardly 
wait to leave. He had left France because his head was threatened by 
the Terror, and he had felt such relief to be out on the open water— 
even when hit by seasickness—that he never forgot the exaltation of 
being on the sea. This was so strong a feeling that he nearly trans- 
ferred to a ship bound for Calcutta just to have several more months 
of total insulation from the need to set foot on land. But there was 
no room on that other ship, so instead, he said, “I submitted to 
being taken to Philadelphia.” 

He had been disinterested in any of the sights that others might 
admire, but he did want to meet some of the persons who had cre- 


ated the United States. One was Alexander Hamilton, then secretary 
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of the treasury, with whom he formed a lasting friendship. But when 
he saw Hamilton about a year later, he was totally puzzled to find 
that he had resigned from government and opened a law office. 
Hamilton’s explanation of his financial plight and the need to earn 
a private income made no sense at all to Talleyrand, because in 
France, rich men were supposed to become even richer in office. 
How could this not be so in America, where money was worshiped 
even more? To a French friend then living in the United States, 
Madame La Tour du Pin, Talleyrand talked at length about how silly 
it was for persons of talent to be forced to leave government, where 
they could serve the whole nation, in order to seek employment that 
would benefit only a few. 

All his life, that same principle made him feel that gifts accepted 
by officials were not only normal (as most Europeans considered 
them) but also sound economics—money exchanged for a service 
rendered—so long as the service also redounded to the benefit of 
one’s own country. For that, one had to count on the good sense and 
honor of the public servant. If he lacked those attributes, then it was 
not the bribe that was the problem, it was the fact that he should not 
have held that position at all. 

Talleyrand’s expectation, and even demands, for payment when he 
was able to provide some benefit was no different from the usual prac- 
tice in France and in most of Europe, but the amounts he took in were 
greater because the results bought by the bribery were so remarkable. 
(When he failed to deliver what was wanted, he often returned the gift. 
Once he was paid eight million francs for an arrangement that a Polish 
group wanted from Napoleon, but Talleyrand failed to get the desired 
result. He promptly repaid the entire eight million.) During one two- 
year period when he was foreign minister, he is believed to have taken 
in between twelve million and fifteen million francs (about two-and- 


one-half to three million dollars). 
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Life as he viewed it in this dull and somewhat misguided coun- 
try was so little to his liking that he wrote to his great friend and 
lover Germaine de Staél, summing up most of his notions of the 
place, “If I have to stay here for another year, I shall surely die.” 
When it was finally deemed safe for him to return to Paris in July 
1796, he was determined to watch and wait, rather than plunge into 
the murky politics of the day, “since I perceived no element of order, 
no guarantee of stability in the various political factions whose 
struggles I witnessed.” Instead, he brought himself to the attention 
of the public as an academician by reading thoughtful papers at 
important meetings. One of them was coolly anti-American because 
it showed how the English language kept America totally English in 
character and customs. This meant, he said, that only England could 
derive advantages from America. The English could see their former 
colony grow with the energy and rapidity of a nation while being 
entirely devoted to English interests—and trade. 

A second paper expanded the subject of colonization to show the 
advantages that France could gain by establishing more colonies, 
putting French citizens into new lands, and opening great new mar- 
kets to French enterprise. It will be immediately obvious that this 
was exactly opposite to the argument that Livingston made just a 
few years later, showing why colonies were not the best policy for 
France. Typically, Talleyrand would not quarrel when that time 
came, but merely observe what the First Consul’s reaction would be 
and try to form his own policy around it. 

The most important of the ideas he advanced on several occa- 
sions was his incredible but sincere desire for a very close relation- 
ship between France and England. It was astonishing because he was 
fated to spend most of his career as a trusted adviser of men whose 
thoughts ran in the opposite direction. No more surprising or sur- 


reptitious policy has ever dwelt hidden for so long a period. It 
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remained, probably stronger than ever, when the ex-bishop went on 
to be the confidant and strategist of Napoleon Bonaparte, who lived 
to make war on England. 

But Talleyrand meant what he had said years earlier: “Two neigh- 
boring nations, the prosperity of one being founded on commerce and 
of the other on agriculture, are compelled by the very nature of things 
to reach a mutual understanding and to reap a mutual profit.” He 
preached this subtly to Napoleon, to the Bourbon kings of the first 
restoration, and to the second restoration, or July Monarchy. France, 
he tried to tell them all, would never really be secure in Europe unless 
it was bound to Great Britain by the closest ties. Having grown up in 
the school of Voltaire, he genuinely believed that peace was the only 
natural state of man. War was not victory for one nation and defeat 
for another, it was irrationality and loss for both. 

If Talleyrand considered these public readings to be a form of 
abstention from politics, he soon found that the liveliness of his 
ideas contrasted so sharply with the dullness of the Directory that 
they were making him an important force again. 

In the summer of 1797, the five-man Directory government had 
chosen Talleyrand to be its foreign minister because he had ingrati- 
ated himself with Paul de Barras, the Directory’s leader. Within a 
week, Talleyrand made one of his brilliant moves. Deciding that the 
Directory was “a corpse waiting to be buried,” and that General 
Bonaparte, then in Italy fighting lightning battles, was likeliest to 
become France’s future leader, he wrote Napoleon a letter promising 
to keep him informed of important developments and proposing a 
regular correspondence between them. Napoleon answered very 
favorably, creating a political partnership that was unknown to any- 
one else. 


When Napoleon returned to Paris, after having redrawn the map 
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of Europe in his dazzling campaigns, Talleyrand chose a time when 
he thought it appropriate for the “corpse” to be buried. He was sure 
the Directory was headed for extinction, so he sought to take advan- 
tage of it as a way of giving France a more stable government. He 
wanted the five-man Directory to have fewer numbers—one, in 
fact: Napoleon. It happened that General Bonaparte was in Egypt at 
that time, having just invaded and effortlessly conquered it with 
fifty thousand men. But most inconveniently, a major part of the 
French fleet, anchored at Aboukir at the disposal of the victorious 
general, was surprised and destroyed by Britain’s Admiral Nelson. 
Napoleon found one small vessel to take him daringly away from 
this sandy prison, left his deputy to shift for himself without even 
meeting him in person, and returned to French territory, landing at 
Fréjus. He lost not a day in publicizing his return, and his skill in 
describing disasters as glowingly as victories made the nation rise to 
acclaim him. 

While a few careful observers noted that Napoleon’s Egyptian cam- 
paign was actually a failure, Talleyrand ignored the charges and became 
the principal architect of a coup that brought Napoleon to power. He 
decided that the Directory was to be dissolved and replaced by a Con- 
sulate, with Napoleon as First Consul. There were two other Consuls, 
with roles so small that Napoleon would be a virtual dictator. Tal- 
leyrand also took on the key role of informing the Vicomte Paul de 
Barras, head of the Directory, that his rule was over. Typically, a large 
amount of money was to change hands, but this time Talleyrand was 
not on the receiving end. He understood Barras well enough to know 
what would make him step down without causing trouble. A banker 
named Gabriel Ouvrard was advancing three million francs in the 
form of a letter of credit, and Talleyrand, calling Barras “the greatest 
patriot in France,” handed him an elegantly worded letter of resigna- 


tion to sign, while also handing over the letter of credit. 


106 —~ Jefferson’ Great Gamble 


When an arrangement of this kind was safely completed, Tal- 
leyrand liked nothing better than to spend an agreeable evening with 
friends. On this occasion, dinner was at the home of a Belgian 
banker whose wife had been a famous actress and, until just the day 
before, had played a dual role as the mistress of Barras. 

One of Napoleon’s first official acts, as soon as he had settled 
into the Luxembourg Palace, was to call in Talleyrand and reinstate 
him as minister of foreign affairs. 

One of his last official acts, years later, when he was thoroughly 
beaten but still technically emperor, was to beg Talleyrand to return 
as minister of foreign affairs. Talleyrand, already determined to 
restore the Bourbon monarchy, refused. Napoleon screamed furi- 
ously, “You are planning to betray me!” 

“No, sire. I cannot assume office because in my opinion your poli- 
cies are contrary to my own conception of the glory and happiness of 
my country,” Talleyrand countered. There was probably some sincerity 
in these words, for Talleyrand thought of himself as a dedicated patriot, 
even though most of his years of service to Napoleon were spent sub- 
merging his own deepest beliefs: that France’s only hope of good gov- 
ernment was to install a two-chamber system similar to the British 
Parliament, and that the best hope of happiness and tranquillity for its 
people was a close commercial, political, and even royal relationship 
with England. He preached this view in the waning days of Louis XVI 
and in the days of the two Bourbons that he restored to the throne, and 
he tried as hard as he dared to preach it to Napoleon Bonaparte by insin- 
uating subtle suggestions into all his words of advice. But Napoleon 
seemed hardly to notice, because tranquillity was the last thing he 


wanted to hear. War with England was his lodestar. 


The one thing that is always quoted about Napoleon’s image of 


his foreign minister—“a silk stocking full of merde”—is misleading. 
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He said it, and he meant it, but in a way that combined some truth 
with humor. The insult is meaningless without knowing how much 
Napoleon admired Talleyrand, and found him charismatic and end- 
lessly stimulating. He did not trust him, but that did not get in the 
way of his essentially favorable reaction to the personality. Bearing 
in mind how much Napoleon worshiped the concept of daring— 
Uaudace, encore de laudace, toujours l'audace (audacity, more audac- 
ity, always audacity)—it is clear how exciting he found this man’s 
audacious way of first making himself a national figure by being the 
churchman who proposed what all churchmen feared most. Only 
months removed from having been an unknown abbé, the scoundrel 
had accomplished what only King Henry VIII of England had pre- 
viously tried: expropriating the properties of the church. To 
Napoleon, the fact that he had even thought of it was wondrous; 
that he had dared to stand and say it was sublime. And Napoleon 
found that an hour with Talleyrand seldom failed to bring fascinat- 
ing ideas that were similarly new and deliciously daring. 

During much of 1802 and 1803, the First Consul paid less 
attention than usual to this favorite adviser. Napoleon was, in fact, 
in an unaccustomed, un-Napoleonic situation. Often before, he had 
been the one to strike unexpectedly. But this time, even his advance 
move of taking title to Louisiana from Spain had been suspected by 
Jefferson. Napoleon had done the unexpected by taking that title 
secretly and keeping America in doubt for a year and a half, but he 
had still been forced to act against his usual instincts in making 
long, slow preparations to assemble a striking force and colonists 
before making an overt move. This period of careful planning after 
he took Louisiana from Spain had given the United States time to 
anticipate a French landing and to adopt a fighting attitude, even if 


it lacked a coherent force. Now Napoleon was facing an adversary 
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who was clearly on the watch for his move. There was no way for 
him to take New Orleans by coming from another direction or by 
striking somewhere else in his usual diversionary way. 

He had been harried, too, by the drain of men and money 
caused by the ongoing disaster of Saint Domingue. He had to spend 
money he couldn't well afford in trying to deal with this side issue 
across the ocean, when he really longed to use the cash to get ready 
for a new war against the English. He had been handicapped by the 
fact that Talleyrand, the adviser he looked to for his best ideas, was 
a great advocate of colonies and therefore tried in subtle ways to pre- 
vent the abandonment of Louisiana and to head off war in Europe. 
Even as late as 1802, Talleyrand hoped to share in a huge bribe that 
the British had offered to him and to Napoleon’s brother Joseph if 
they could arrange for England to retain Malta without fighting a 
war. This offer produced a famous and furious Bonaparte family 
quarrel in Napoleon’s bathroom, with his brothers Joseph and 
Lucien shouting that the First Consul was being a fool to throw 
away a colony for mere money. Rising angrily in his tub to denounce 
Joseph, Napoleon hurled his jewelled snuff box in anger, but slipped 
and fell, while his valet fainted dead away. Such distractions had not 
been big factors in his decision, for Napoleon was too independent- 
minded to let anyone else’s opinion sway him. But Talleyrand’s 
steady pressure against giving up the Territory caused Napoleon to 
shorten the time he spent with his foreign minister. 

Consequently, the First Consul’s usual method for considering a 
variety of approaches before settling on a course of action had been 
distorted in these two years. Normally, it was in character for him, 
when surrounded by officers or ministers who were his experts on 
specific subjects, to throw out a number of daring ideas, often bring- 
ing forth cautionary comments from one of the others, which were 


frequently brushed aside. In most cases, he opted for more risk than 
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anyone around him had proposed or imagined. In this period, how- 
ever, the First Consul more often made remarks of a conservative 
nature—that is, featuring ideas that avoided major action. And the 
more he heard, the more risk-averse he became. As his mind turned 
more toward a sale rather than a landing in New Orleans, he seemed 
to tilt the playing field in that direction by giving very brief instruc- 
tions, little more than hints, to Ministers Talleyrand and Barbé- 
Marbois, and even those lacked his usual conciseness. The 
instructions were vague, and the ministers took them as generalities 
rather than specifics. Their interpretations of his words, naturally 
based on their own preferences, led the two men to move in oppo- 
site directions—Talleyrand trying to slow the sale idea, Marbois 
much more definitely pressing it forward. 

Reports on the American president’s immoderate attitude were 
playing their intended part in the contest for the First Consul’s 
mind, as well. The French ruler had never been known to steer clear 
of a determined antagonist, but in this case, Jefferson’s stand simply 
added weight to the risk factors that went with this troublesome 
colonial activity. 

In hindsight, it may have been as early as 1801 that obtaining a 
large sum of money for a war against England began to seem more 
attractive to the First Consul than the prospect of diverting ships 
and troops to an inhospitable New World. He knew that Talleyrand 
leaned the other way. If Saint Domingue had stabilized and started 
producing profits again, rather than disease and death, the clever 
Talleyrand might have guided Napoleon’s thoughts toward the 
Caribbean and Louisiana. As it was, this became one of the times 
when the foreign minister had to play a quiet, and somewhat devi- 
ous, waiting game, while Napoleon preferred to let his treasury min- 


ister, Marbois, conduct most of the business. 


Oyler Serena 
CONFUSING 
BONAPARTE 


hile Thomas Jefferson deliberately schooled himself to seem 
W emotional and even unreasonable on the Louisiana issue in 
order to unsettle the French, his opposite number, Napoleon, 
needed no special effort to appear inconsistent. Napoleon was given 
to wide mood swings and had a penchant for snap judgments that 
were often brilliant but occasionally deplorable. Although Napoleon 
certainly had a mind of exceptional speed and power, it is instruc- 
tive to learn that even in these prime years of his youth, he had baf- 
fling moments. And the Louisiana negotiations brought on more 
than the usual confusion. 

Napoleon could work eighteen hours at a stretch, turn from sub- 
ject to subject with total recall, and remember the whole face of 
France well enough to move regiments and approximate their stock 
of arms and their supply of ammunition. It might seem like mere 
boasting when he said of himself, “Last night, at 2 o’clock, I got up 
to examine the field reports sent in by the Minister of War. I found 


twenty mistakes.” But such feats could be attested to by many 
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subordinates who had felt the sting of his reproofs. He was his own 
inspector general and minister of the whole. Nothing was small 
enough to escape his attention. 

Perhaps the most astonishing aspect of his multifaceted person- 
ality is that he was not restricted simply to facts and figures. He 
thought in personal and psychological terms as well. His conversa- 
tion and endless accumulation of written messages proved that he 
pictured and understood the feelings of peasants and of the small 
bourgeosie in deeply human ways, and realized equally the feelings 
of men who had served in the Revolutionary armies and of those 
who ached to escape the stigma of having once joined Radical clubs. 
He hated, but understood, each of the thousands of speculators who 
had made fortunes from army contracts. 

Coming from a bright but contentious and often sordid family, 
Napoleon’s natural instinct for military brilliance is less astonishing 
than his towering accomplishments as a civilian ruler. Bertrand de 
Molleville, who had been a minister under Louis XVI, told of his 
amazement when he heard the First Consul discoursing. “Where in 
the devil did he learn all that?” he asked himself. And no one has 
ever come close to answering that question. Where did he acquire 
such a clear realization of the many things that were wrong in soci- 
ety, government, and education? When did he find time to under- 
stand the details and to develop the methods for improving the way 
so many things were done? And the final question, perhaps, might 
be: How could anyone with so fine an understanding have made the 
truly mindless blunders that shattered an unparalleled career? Still, 
long after his death, it remains true that, as a fine biography by 
Robert Asprey has shown: 


Almost all the institutions that are revered by the French elite 


were created by Napoleon. He established the prefectural 
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corps, the Légion d’Honneur, and the Civil Code, a legal 
system that still governs the lives of people all over 
the world and that was drafted under Napoleon's aegis 
after the battle of Marengo. Perhaps his most significant 
single legacy for France was the reconstitution of the 
Ecole Polytechnique, originally set up as an artillery 
school and now responsible for the high quality of 
French engineering. It is literally true that long after 
he was gone, many nations were still governed by 


Napoleon’s mind. 


Yet the First Consul had moments of confusion and weakness 
that one would not expect. His instant decision-making was often 
faulty, and his surprise at finding himself wrong could lead to utter 
confusion. Sometimes—and the Louisiana affair is very much a case 
in point—he did things haphazardly. But like anyone in a leadership 
role, his good days and bad days depended largely on how the peo- 
ple he had chosen were performing. And his personnel choices were 
well above average. 

In this case of the Louisiana question, Napoleon threw out a 
variety of ideas that baffled his underlings, sent off two ministers to 
do the same task, almost as competitors rather than colleagues, and 
tossed out random numbers as potential sales prices, then appeared 
to have forgotten what he had said. But in the final analysis, these 
aides were competent to carry off the situation well enough to allow 


Napoleon—with some justification—to claim the result as a victory. 


C 
Sa 


a) 


Napoleon can be credited with having chosen Talleyrand and 
Marbois, but a fourth member of the French team that managed the 
Louisiana negotiation was a young man whom the foreign minister 


had personally plucked from obscurity and placed in charge of the 
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French Legation in Washington. Louis-André Pichon, the lowest- 
ranked player on either side of the affair, was an able and clear- 
headed twenty-nine-year-old who had already had nearly ten years 
of diplomatic experience and more knowledge of American affairs 
than any of his predecessors in the post. His excellent English was 
another advantage. He had been a mere assistant chief of the Foreign 
Ministry’s Southern Division, and was a surprise appointment to be 
the chargé d affaires in Washington during the autumn of 1801, even 
though his youth and rather modest previous duties made many feel 
that the job was far above his proper level. 

The detractors were wrong, because the man who knew best— 
Talleyrand himself—had been keeping an eye on Pichon since the 
young man had taken the initiative and gone far beyond his limited 
assignment in Holland two years earlier. As a lower-level embassy 
employee in the Netherlands—although one who may have been 
encouraged by Talleyrand to act boldly—he had opened indirect 
communications with U.S. President John Adams through William 
Vans Murray, American minister to the Netherlands. He had the 
delicate task of persuading Adams that France wanted peace with the 
United States, convincing Talleyrand that Adams was not so warlike 
as he appeared, and urging all parties to try a new negotiation. The 
French took a chance on Pichon’s view, proposed a reopening of rela- 
tions, and were rewarded with Adams’s surprise acceptance in the 
face of heavy political opposition at home. Only a few insiders real- 
ized that such a minor functionary as Pichon, by taking responsibil- 
ity beyond his station, had actually prevented a_ needless 
Franco-American war. Now, no one else understood why a person so 
young was put in charge of the major mission in Washington. But 
the astute Talleyrand—with that well-known ability to be constantly 
serving his own interests while also doing what was best for 


France—thought Pichon could be trusted not only to report what he 
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saw in America, but also to give honest opinions without trying to 
say what his superiors would like to hear. 

Again, as in the case of Livingston, Pichon began by being under- 
estimated on both sides of the Atlantic. In Livingston’s case, his supe- 
riors thought less of him as time went on, while the opponents valued 
his work more highly. Pichon’s superiors, on the other hand, paid 
increasing attention to his views, and let him know of their approval. 
The adversaries who dealt with him in Washington agreed with that 
higher assessment, but they took advantage of it to channel more dis- 
information through him, making this an example of how reliant even 
the greatest figures often are on the characters and abilities of the 
information gatherers and message bearers who serve them. 

Repeatedly, Pichon was the person who gathered and transmitted 
the ideas that Napoleon and Talleyrand had to work with on the 
Louisiana issue. When he picked up gossip about some remark of 
Jefferson’s or Madison’s or a prominent senators and found what 
appeared to be warlike sounds, it was Pichon’s duty to transmit them 
to Paris. As he had done when writing from Holland, the feisty 
young man made it his business to add some of his own interpreta- 
tions, and, in time, it turned out that Napoleon and his ministers 
were listening for the Pichon comments—not always accepting 
them in full, but seldom disregarding them. They got not only facts, 
but subtleties as well. Pichon clearly conveyed his respect for Madi- 
son, which helped to give his superiors in Paris a sense of the caliber 
of men they were dealing with. He said of the secretary of state, “His 
name and reputation are respected by both parties. He is always dig- 
nified. And if he has adopted some favorable leaning, he hides it 
under an austere impartiality which, however, does not prevent him 
from being both communicative and pleasant company.” 

So the balance of forces between the two sides of this negotia- 


tion included the odd fact that the French were relying more and 
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more on analyses received from “Napoleon’s Man in Washington,” 
while the Americans were operating as if they hardly had a man in 
Paris at all. 

It is another of the oddities of this unique negotiation—much 
like its ability to surmount the inattention to orders—that the 
French side got the worst of the information exchange. For although 
Pichon did a fine job in many delicate situations and could hardly 
have played any better with the cards he was dealt, the “Jefferson- 
Madison Theatrical Society” took disinformation to a new level, and 
the presence of a good minister in Washington whose reports were 
carefully studied served as an open channel for misinforming 
Napoleon. (No written word exchanged between the president and 
the secretary of state proves the existence of such a strategy, but there 
were too many successful repetitions of it—all conveying the exact 
message that was appropriate to the moment—to leave room for 
doubt.) It is possible that an exceedingly suspicious person in 
Pichon’s place might have had a qualm or two about the remarks and 
attitudes he was reporting to Paris. But it should be kept in mind 
that when Talleyrand read every word of these reports and found the 
news not to his liking, he never doubted that the facts and the rea- 
soning were correct. 

Pichon happened to be a partisan who opposed a French adventure 
in Louisiana; but even when he tried being an accurate reporter, Pichon 
could not have been expected to see through the veil of deception woven 
by Jefferson and Madison. And it was made totally undetectable by the 
fact that they were hardly ever in the room together when their carefully 
orchestrated remarks were made. Jefferson would have been presiding 
over his dinner table in the White House; two weeks later, Pichon 
would be sitting in the secretary of state’s office and hearing a different 
tune. How could he help but conclude that one of them was being more 


frank than the other—or more pro-French? 
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Pichon was given the impression of total realism by the fact that 
the good and bad cops sometimes changed roles, as human beings 
often do. There was the time, for example, when Pichon had come 
to see the secretary of state about finding a way to procure supplies 
for Leclerc’s troops in the Caribbean. Since Leclerc had arrived with 
insufficient provisions for the unexpectedly long stay on Saint 
Domingue, he was desperate for supplies, could not get credit from 
the New York dealers who were approached, and raged at Pichon for 
not doing more to help through his Washington contacts. 

Now the French chargé, who usually got such a fine welcome at 
the State Department, was stunned by a flurry of aggressive ques- 
tions from Madison: Why had so large an expedition been sent? 
Why had the U.S. not been given advance notice? Was the expedi- 
tion ultimately expected to take over Louisiana? After managing to 
fend off all those challenges, Pichon asked for a loan that would help 
with the procurement of supplies. Don’t even speak of it, said Madi- 
son. Considering France’s mistreatment of American shipping and 
then refusal to pay the claims, any cash advances to that country 
would cause cries of rage. But when the persistent Pichon took his 
loan request to Jefferson, he was able to report, “The President 
spoke to me with the language of sincerity...and even said he would 
consider what could be done.” In fact, nothing was done. 

While every such nuance was read and analyzed in Paris, mean- 
ing that the voices of Jefferson and Madison were able to send clever 
misimpressions across the ocean, nothing of that sort happened in 
the other direction. Napoleon and Talleyrand could say nothing to 
Livingston that might have had this kind of effect in Washington. It 
wasn't clear whether Madison even read most of Livingston’s letters, 
although an example of one he did read was revealed later in a con- 


versation with Pichon. 
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The amount of time that the secretary of state gave to this one for- 
eign diplomat was most unusual, and of course it was a very worth- 
while investment. It must be kept clearly in mind that France had 
never made the fateful move of trying to occupy New Orleans. Its 
“ownership” was written into a treaty, but nothing more. So the Jef- 
ferson administration had two main objectives always in mind: to dis- 
courage and deter any such physical occupation, and also to set up a 
situation in Napoleon’s mind that would encourage him to offer a deal 
favorable to American interests. Madison’s talks with Pichon were 
wide-ranging, but usually slanted toward those goals. The sessions did 
not always confide information, but were often highly critical. One of 
Pichon’s analytical reports to Paris told of Madison’s complaint that 
French coldness and unfriendliness was playing into the hands of the 
Federalist party, which was strongly pro-British. France, he said, 
should prepare itself for the fact that if this opposing party won, it 
would steer the United States into an alliance with England, very 
likely aimed at making war against France. 

On one visit in the summer of 1802, Pichon found Madison very 
angry about an article in La Gazette de France that said the United 
States was heading toward domination of the New World, to the detri- 
ment of Europe. And the role of France in Louisiana, it added, was to 
arrest that destiny. Madison’s “very stern lecture” insisted that France’s 
bad faith and dissimulation seemed to justify American fears of the 
change of ownership. The French possession, he said, “would unite 
Americans, and one has to argue that France can not long hold 
Louisiana against the will of the United States.” On several of these 
occasions, Pichon added that Madison had spoken “with much calm- 
ness and deliberateness,” which clearly added to his respect. 

Sharp sessions of this kind found their mark, as Pichon 
inevitably brought them to the urgent attention of his superiors in 


Paris. One of them was Madison’s sudden crisp query: “Is it not 
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singular, Mr. Pichon, that Mr. Livingston had not been able to 
obtain, at the date of his last letter from Paris, a word of response to 
the inquiries he has made on the subject of our interests and our 
rights upon the Mississippi? Certainly if people behaved thus toward 
you, you would regard this silence as a sort of declaration of war.” 

Pichon’s reports often had to take the form of strict warnings, 
designed to prevent serious miscalculations. For example, Talleyrand 
passed some of Pichon’s warnings along to Admiral Dénis Décrés, 
Minister of Marine, who had a major role in preparing for a possi- 
ble landing in New Orleans. The admiral was cautioned, “You will 
not count on the cooperation of the United States...and you must 
be able to disguise these measures so that the Americans will not 
know of them.” As is usually the case, the bearer of unwelcome mes- 
sages is blamed, rather than thanked. So although the incredibly 
open-minded Talleyrand reacted gratefully to Pichon’s important 
warnings, they turned Décrés into a serious enemy who thought 
Pichon was poisoning the First Consul’s mind. 

The tumult on Saint Domingue, which was to prove a decisive 
factor in the fate of Louisiana, was a most delicate challenge for 
Pichon in advising Paris what to expect of American policy. Many 
in the French government believed that America was secretly sup- 
portive of Toussaint’s rebellion, since it was reducing the chances of 
a French expansion in the Caribbean and onto the mainland. Oth- 
ers tended to accept the quiet American assurances that the United 
States did not support the violent overthrow of existing govern- 
ments. Madison had said that America would gladly help to restore 
France’s rights on the island if it could be done in accordance with 
international law; but especially if France was to be at war with Eng- 
land, there was no legal way to arrange this. Behind the whole sub- 


ject, of course, lay the question of how seriously the Americans were 
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concerned that the example of a successful black rebellion might 
bring on similar uprisings in the southern states. 

Pichon’s word to Paris was that Jefferson and Madison apparently 
differed on the whole subject, though both were handling it in the 
quiet way that every dispute between them was managed. Pichon 
thought Jefferson inwardly feared that a black government so nearby 
would act to stir slave revolts in the U.S., while Madison had no such 
fear and was “very reserved on the matter,” appearing to have no 
notion that American slaves might try to copy what the island people 
had done. It was a clever interpretation, but Pichon had clearly been 
taken in—and not for the only time—by the secretary’s deceptive 
manner. Apparently, Madison’s soft voice and nonemphatic way of 
talking on subjects that roused most others to excited statements con- 
vinced Pichon, time after time, that Madison’s stated views—though 
sometimes so improbable—were exactly the way he saw matters. 

Whenever the key subject of Louisiana came up, Madison was in 
his best thespian form. Early in Pichon’s period as chargé, after one 
of their most significant conversations, Pichon reported to Paris that 
he had asked the secretary of state why he was concerned about the 
possibility of seeing France in Louisiana. “Does the U.S. wish to go 
beyond the Mississippi?” he had suggested. 

“The idea is a chimera,” Madison replied. 

“But surely,” Pichon said, “the U.S. would not make it a crime 
for France to recover lost territory? Since France’s principles are 
more enlightened than Spain’s, why couldn't France offer an agree- 
ment covering all points that could cause disputes?” 

Madison simply repeated that if there were any such transfer (of 
New Orleans to France), there would be no way to avoid a collision. 
Because this exchange had come early in Pichon’s period as chargé, 
he felt the need to apologize to his superiors in Paris for having ven- 


tured into such a serious debate without instructions. 
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Clearly it was Pichon’s job to interpret and assign some level of 
validity to the remarks, the scuttlebutt, and occasionally the direct 
quotations he gathered. He might have done better in that area, for 
much of what he heard was precisely intended to influence 
Napoleon in a certain direction. But he knew that to err on the side 
of downplaying the threats could have led Napoleon to move troops 
and colonists into a fatal trap, so Pichon cannot be greatly faulted if 
he was often an alarmist. A more mature person might have turned 
greater suspicion on the American administration’s remarks, which 
exaggerated the nation’s military prowess. But even that is question- 
able, for Pichon did pick up what appeared to be confirming infor- 
mation from other sources. For example, he was conscientious about 
covering Congress more than most diplomats did, and some of the 
legislators went even farther than the executive branch in talking of 
stiff resistance on the New Orleans issue. Their remarks were often 
exaggerations based on the slightest information, but there were no 
good sources of governmental facts available in print at the time, so 
the congressional chatter had to be taken into account, if not 
entirely believed. Pichon could not, in good conscience, have 
refrained from transmitting the warnings back to Paris. 

There were times when the young French diplomat felt the 
need—and did not hesitate—to lecture his seniors and even the 
greatest figures that he worked for. He tried time and again to let the 
leaders in Paris, including Napoleon, understand that when Leclerc 
and his officers made raging public statements against American 
attitudes, it made no difference whether they were right or wrong. 
They stirred up press campaigns against France, and then—even if 
the American government had wanted to help Leclerc—public 
opinion would have made it impossible. It seems that not even 
Napoleon understood this logic, for one account has him saying 


that, after all, the American newspapers had carried very bad words 
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about the French, so why should the French officers not speak their 
minds in return? Nor is it known whether Talleyrand, after having 
scolded Pichon for talking to members of the American Congress 
about France’s need for a loan, saw the merit of the chargé d'affaire’s 
characteristically straight and instructive answer: “I give full weight 
and justice to your observations on this subject. But by the nature of 
this government, all is known to the members of the legislature, and 
it is impossible to avoid the inconvenience of publicity.” 

The times when Pichon’s very careful analyses went pardonably 
astray occurred when he swallowed what appears to have been a neatly 
planned scenario played by Jefferson and Madison with the hope that 
the envoy would promptly transmit it to Paris. This was the case when 
Pichon was forced to send word that Madison had told him vigorously 
of his own fears about Jefferson’s plan to “marry the British fleet,” 
while Pichon himself had “observed at table that he [Jefferson] redou- 
bles his kindnesses and attention to the British chargé d affaires.” Prob- 
ably both Madison and Jefferson were play-acting according to a 
previous arrangement, but the strange result was that it nullified Liv- 
ingston’s cover-up of the powerful warnings that Jefferson had asked 
him to convey to the French. Whatever Livingston failed to pass on to 
the First Consul, the latter heard from his source in America. And 
coming through their own man in Washington, it must have seemed 
more convincing to Talleyrand and Napoleon that perhaps the Amer- 
icans really were ready to fight for New Orleans—and in league with 
the British, if need be. Even if they suspected that what Pichon wit- 
nessed. was a set piece that Jefferson and Madison performed for his 
benefit, this must have seemed most unlikely to them and certainly 
nothing to be relied on as a certainty, so the threat Jefferson wanted to 
impart would have had to be taken into account. 

The great campaign of truth-twisting that Jefferson and Madison 


were running took other inventive forms. There were, for example, 
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repeated announcements of large population increases in the 
western areas—partly truthful, but considerably inflated—implying 
that many of these people would swell the number of volunteers 
willing to fight in any struggle over New Orleans. Jefferson had 
often said, “Population is power.” Now Madison, as if talking to 
Pichon on an unrelated subject, would mention some spurious new 
figures, throwing in a brief reminder of the president’s words. 

The truth was that, even without exaggerations, America’s 
growth was astonishing. Pichon simply sent a summary of the 
American census of 1800, showing a population increase of two and 
one half million, indicating a doubling every twenty-two years, 
which outstripped even Benjamin Franklin’s largest prediction. 
“These developments boggle the imagination,” he told Talleyrand. 
And on the following day, he sent word of the first American victory 
in the naval war against the Barbary pirates, which Pichon noted 


was, ‘very flattering to the pride of a new people.” 
y g Pp peop 


At one critical juncture, however, while Livingston was covering 
Madison’s desktop with reports of his attempts to set up a bribe for 
Talleyrand, it appeared that Jefferson and Madison began to give 
Pichon an impression exactly opposite to what they had wanted to 
convey earlier. The young Frenchman sent word to Paris that, 
despite the bursting excitement of the pro-western Americans, the 
Jefferson administration had a peaceful attitude. When he sent word 
that Monroe was being posted to Paris again, Pichon implied that 
this was only to appease the westerners’ demand for action (because 
of Monroe's reputation for being pro-western). Monroe’s role was to 
help buy time, he said, because the United States actually felt it 
could act more effectively on the Mississippi after having ten more 
years of growth. Right now, it feared that the costs of war would 
hurt the government’ popularity. This seemed opposite to the 
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message Jefferson wanted to send Paris, so it may appear hard to 
fathom why the administration gave Pichon such an impression. 

But it was apparently part of a plan, a sign that an important 
turning point had been reached. Just six days later, on March 28, 
Pichon confirmed this view with a similar message: he had dined 
with the president on January 12 and had been told that because 
Monroe was known as a friend of the western people, they would be 
reassured that their interests were being well guarded just by know- 
ing that Monroe was taking part in the Paris talks—thus preventing 
unfortunate incidents. A secondary conclusion to be drawn from 
this is that the two men wanted Paris to believe that the westerners 
themselves were taking the lead in urging action, that the American 
people—and not only their government—were determined to fight 
any landing by the French. And they may have wanted to play down 
the notion that the Monroe visit was aimed at concluding an agree- 
ment, so as to depress French hopes that American eagerness might 
produce a very large price. 

This would seem to be supported by Pichon’s report of a remark- 
able briefing in Madison’s office. In veiled terms, Madison had 
pleaded that France should not provoke the forcible expansion of the 
United States beyond the Mississippi River. It was not in the interest 
of either country, he said, “for these emigrations tended to weaken the 
state and slacken the concentrations of its forces. It would surely give 
birth to a second American state, certain to clash with the Eastern part 
of the country. The relations of one or both of these with England 
would be as critical to France as to the American people.” 

Madison, of course, did not at all believe that the United States 
was in danger of splitting into two nations; he believed just the oppo- 
site. The philosophical tone of his language shows him to have been 
choosing words that would appeal to the nuanced French mind. It cer- 


tainly seems to have made an impact on the authorities in Paris, for 
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Napoleon soon included some of Madison’s misleading thoughts in 
his own comments. And he mentioned with relish the possibility that 
he would renounce Louisiana “in order to let the Americans grow and 
teach the English a lesson.” 

This change in the atmosphere happened to come at a time when 
Madison’s words to Pichon were reinforced by a bizarre incident that 
must be counted as a major turning point in the negotiations. A Span- 
ish official at New Orleans known as Intendant Juan Ventura Morales 
abruptly closed the port in November 1802, cancelling the right of 
Americans to store their goods while awaiting export to the outside 
world. Since an intendant was a manager, not a policymaker, the usual 
interpretation of this action—that it was one individual’s abrupt move 
that did not reflect any government policy—is not credible. It seems 
much more likely that Manuel de Godoy had actually inspired it in 
order to stir the waters and perhaps attempt to retract Spain’s cession 
of Louisiana to France. The arrogant and unfeeling statement closing 
the port could not have originated with an unknown functionary, 
who was of so little account that most history books have not trou- 
bled to find his first name, and refer to him simply as “Morales.” It 
began, “As long as it was necessary to tolerate the commerce of neu- 
trals, which is now abolished...” and went on to say, “The privilege 
which the Americans had...shall be interdicted...and in order that 
nobody may allege ignorance, I order it to be published.” In any case, 
until the edict was reversed, the uproar that the event produced in the 
United States was bound to give Napoleon another reason for believ- 
ing that the American people were united in opposition to foreign 
interference. 

The first effect was shock in many capital cities, consternation in 
the State Department, and then a comment by Secretary of State 


Madison that this must have been an unauthorized act. The Spanish 
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minister in Washington echoed this view, insisting that his govern- 
ment in Madrid had nothing to do with it. Both those remarks were, 
of course, pro forma. But it was the reaction of the American public 
that was most important. As if the people were determined to be 
indignant and to disregard the calming words, a storm of public 
protests broke out. There were boisterous street demonstrations, and 
angry signs appeared in the windows of many homes. Large newspa- 
per headlines were little used at the time, but letters to the editors were 
many and strong. They were closely studied by members of the Con- 
gress. The fury might have been expected of the westerners, but even 
eastern Americans, usually thought to be interested only in their own 
shipments from Atlantic Ocean ports, were infuriated. Apparently, 
after years of hearing about British and French attacks on U.S. ship- 
ping and mistreatment of American sailors, both East and West were 
just waiting for one incident that could unite them. While officials in 
every capital kept insisting that this was surely a mistake, the Ameri- 
can public roared on—and the Congress was quick to board the band- 
wagon. “We must reopen the Mississippi by force,” read one letter. 
Another said, “Congress must warn that we mean to go to war.” Con- 
gress did just that, but the secretary of state worked hard to resist the 
pressure. 

Despite the losses that American farmers and shippers were suf- 
fering as their goods rotted, the governments that had called this port 
closing an “accident” bumbled along for months without reopening 
New Orleans. Meanwhile, the Federalists, usually the party of the 
North and East, saw a chance to broaden their base by appealing to 
the frustrated westerners. As Jefferson wrote at the time, “The oppo- 
sition caught it as a plank in a shipwreck.” They kept up a drumbeat 
of demands for action to reopen New Orleans by force, if necessary. 

By March 1803, Senator James Ross of Pennsylvania was roused 


to introduce legislation giving the president the power to enlist fifty 
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thousand men and use $5,000,000 to take New Orleans. His speech 
was supposed to be in the privacy of the Senate Chamber, but Ross 
then repeated it to Pichon himself outside the chamber. Pichon was 
so stirred by this confirmation of Madison’s statement, “The Feder- 
alists move heaven and earth for war,” that he took a direct action 
that was probably beyond his authority. He published a letter to the 
Spanish governor of New Orleans saying that France disapproved of 
the closing of the port. This showed what confusion there was over 
the status of New Orleans. France “owned” New Orleans, but had 
chosen not to take formal control of it. Yet when a French envoy in 
another capital commented on a Louisiana subject, no one felt con- 
fident enough to rebuke him for the curious action. The total effect 
of the whole incident worked in the direction that Jefferson and 
Madison were hoping for: a demonstration of the apparent 
groundswell for American control of New Orleans. 

Pichon never ceased being concerned every time he saw Jefferson 
appearing friendly to the British chargé, that “necessity might be forc- 
ing Mr. Jefferson to give up his scruples against an English alliance.” 
He may or may not have known that Monroe would be going to 
France with a letter in his pocket from Edward Thornton, the British 
chargé in Washington, to Lord Whitworth, the British ambassador in 
Paris, which showed that he had full power to act for the United States, 
therefore implying the right to arrange an alliance between the United 
States and Great Britain. But Pichon alerted Talleyrand to the fact that 
Monroe had complete freedom to decide for himself on a possible 
detour while he was abroad: if things went badly in Paris, Monroe was 
authorized to go directly to London, presumably to conclude an 
alliance on terms that Jefferson and his cabinet had determined. 

Monroe did, in fact, have such authority, but the president may 


have given him verbal instructions modifying this course of action, 


128 —-~ Jefferson’ Great Gamble 


so it is not proof positive that Jefferson was truly willing to bind the 
U.S. to Britain as an ally in war. The fact that Pichon was able to 
alert Talleyrand about any part of Monroe’s instructions shows that 
he was buying something that purported to be inside information— 
perhaps even from a State Department employee who was planted as 
a double agent and regularly informed Pichon of “facts” that Madi- 
son wanted to have passed to the French. So Monroe’s “complete 
freedom” to form an alliance with Britain may very well have been 
an imaginary arrangement, set up with the deliberate wish for it to 
be learned by the French through a Washington source. 

Apart from that, Pichon may have been taking Jefferson’s sym- 
pathy for the British too strongly. The president’s real intention was 
to appear as impartial as possible between the two rival powers, in 
order to avoid seeming to be “in either country’s pocket.” That was 
the carefully planned policy that Jefferson and Madison gave as a 
briefing to Monroe, one that he would take with him to Paris. It has 
been noted that there was a certain amount of truth in at least two 
of the excuses they had made to Livingston for sending Monroe as a 
coworker. They said they did so to placate the westerners, who felt 
confidence in Monroe. Jefferson and Madison also wanted to send 
to Paris for the endgame someone whom they had been able to talk 
with at great length. The appearance of impartiality in the treatment 
of France and England was a very definite part of the instructions 
they had given to Monroe. 

As it happened, Pichon’s warnings were suddenly and dramati- 
cally supported by the arrival of newspaper clippings from the New 
York Morning Chronicle, telling of the motion by Senator Ross to 
vote such a large fund and at the same time raise so many troops for 
the seizure of New Orleans. It came just at a critical moment, when 
Napoleon was still showing strong signs of wanting to hold on to 


his American empire and Talleyrand was falsely telling him that 
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Monroe’s coming might be delayed, partly to further his own hope 
of a bribe for a separate scheme he had spawned. 

Soon after that, Livingston sent Talleyrand the clipping from the 
New York Morning Chronicle giving the text of Senator Ross’s bill. 
Napoleon had already read the Chronicle, which he received with 
remarkable speed from London. The First Consul, who could com- 
mand a huge intelligence operation, became inordinately cocky 
whenever he was the first to learn a political fact, and the speedy 
delivery of a newspaper distributed by the British often afforded 
him this simple pleasure. In this case, moreover, there was a practi- 
cal effect: Napoleon saw the story as a confirmation of what he had 
been hearing from Pichon, and he was almost at the point of giving 
up all interest in retaining Louisiana. 

Despite France’s long-standing and superior intelligence opera- 
tions, it is likely that the constitutional relations between Congress 
and the executive branch of the U.S. government were not well under- 
stood. Louis Pichon doubtless knew that a senator’s motion might die 
without ever becoming effective, but even he was probably unaware 
of how poorly informed the legislators were because they had no con- 
stitutional right to insist on information from the president if he 
deemed such a revelation contrary to the public good. The noisy 
demands for such details in modern times may be misleading, but the 
Constitution contains nothing that obligates the president to furnish 
diplomatic or military information to Congress if he judges that the 
subject is best kept secret. This remains as true today as it was in 1792, 
when George Washington's cabinet unanimously concluded that a 
demand of this kind from Congress could be turned down or deferred 
until the president judged that it could be safely met. 

A House committee conducting the first congressional inquiry 


wanted to know the circumstances that had resulted in a Native 
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American victory over Major General Arthur St. Clair and his men 
in the Northwest Territory. The committee had asked Secretary of 
War Henry Knox for pertinent correspondence. Knox asked Presi- 
dent Washington if he was supposed to comply, and a cabinet meet- 
ing was called. It was Thomas Jefferson, then secretary of state, who 
reported the cabinet’s decision to the House in 1792, saying that 
“the Chief Executive should comply if the public good would per- 
mit it and ought to refuse those requests which would endanger the 
public.” In that instance, the president saw no reason for secrecy, 
and he ordered Knox to comply with the committee’s request. 

Four years later, however, Washington refused a House commit- 
tee’s request for correspondence relative to the intensely controver- 
sial Jay Treaty with Great Britain. Although Senate ratification was 
being held up, the House was debating a bill to implement portions 
of the treaty. But in this case, George Washington felt that the 
request might lead to a further inflammation of the issue, and Con- 
gress amended its resolution, making it into a request for the presi- 
dent to provide the information whenever, in his judgment, it could 
safely be made public. The House eventually passed the bill, but 
without seeing the correspondence. 

Numerous other tests of this point have occurred in U.S. history, 
and they have always ended by confirming that the framers of the 
Constitution clearly believed it was impossible for a body as large as 
the Congress to keep a secret, so the chief executive could withhold 
information on matters of national security. Not knowing this fine 
detail, Napoleon and his extremely able advisers were, in a technical 
sense, overly impressed by the congressional proceedings. It is an 
interesting example of how democratic institutions, often thought to 
be slow and inefficient compared to the raw power of a dictatorship, 
can sometimes have a unique impact of their own. Nothing 


the administration might have threatened could have worked so 
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powerfully on Napoleon’s mind as the evidence that a chamber com- 
posed of the people’s representatives was apparently preparing to 


raise money and troops against him. 


qthyter Eglo 


THE DU PONT WAY 


ll during 1802, the ministers and envoys were testing each 
A other with hypothetical questions and delicately exchanging 
tentative proposals. Some of these seemed aimless but were intended 
to elicit responses that might lead to a substantial issue. They often 
complained that a few principal subjects dominated their talks as 
they met for evening entertainments with European friends, espe- 
cially when the men separated from the ladies. From the letters that 
Robert Livingston, Rufus King, and Charles Pinckney wrote to their 
friends back in America, it is possible to summon up conversations 


that recurred almost nightly: 


—“Where do you suppose those ships that Bernadotte 


is assembling will be headed? Louisiana or the Floridas?” 


—“Ah, but has Spain given the Floridas to France? | 
have heard that they deny it.” 
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—Or, “Has it occurred to you that when the French Goy- 
ernment sends America a large body of people from 
France, it will add to them all the most agitated and dis- 


contented blacks of their West India colonies?” 


Livingston was particularly active in these endeavors, often 
astonishing Talleyrand or Marbois with direct questions, such as: 
“Would it be advantageous for France to take possession of 
Louisiana, do you think? The question presents itself from two 
points of view. As it affects commerce, and as it affects her positive 
or relative strength.” 

While such verbal testing was slowly building toward the talk of 
specific areas and possible prices that would emerge near the end of 
that year, President Jefferson was running a separate operation—a 
nongovernment effort—that bypassed and sometimes threatened 
Livingston’s work in Paris. In his unusual way of doing things, Pres- 
ident Jefferson enlisted private persons—including two members of 
the du Pont family—as helpers, and there is every reason to believe 
that one of them may have made a significant difference in the out- 
come of the Louisiana affair. 

The du Ponts had become prominent American figures without 
ceasing to be a part of France, and they had total access to anyone 
they wished to see in either country. As is often true of families who 
achieve distinction over generations, the du Ponts, whether in 
France or in America, were strong-minded individuals who fre- 
quently disagreed among themselves and with other people. And 
they were quite capable of disagreeing even with presidents and 
autocrats. 

The originator of the family’s greatness was not, as is generally 
supposed, a maker of gunpowder. He was not even a business success. 


Pierre Samuel du Pont, based in New York by then, but crossing the 
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Atlantic often, was a brilliant multi-aptitude intellectual who had 
been forced to learn watchmaking because it was his father’s trade. 
He became highly skilled in the work, but it bored him. To prove his 
point, he made a fine creation that embodied everything he had 
learned, left it as a gift to his father, and broke away from home to 
examine and fix something more complex than timepieces. It was 
mainly the economy of France that he wanted to restructure, and 
when he was barely twenty he published some monologues with eco- 
nomic theories that captured the acclaim of the multifaceted Voltaire 
and famed economists Francois Quesnay and Anne-Robert-Jacques 
Turgot. His writings had a major impact on French policy, and it was 
during this period in the late eighteenth century that he became a 
friend of Thomas Jefferson, who was then American minister in 
Paris. Because Pierre Samuel du Pont’s patrons had been reformers 
and his own works were essentially liberal, they led to his arrest in the 
era when the guillotine ruled Paris. 

After narrowly escaping execution, he moved to the United 
States and founded an underfinanced investment company that 
tried to raise funds in France for investment in America. He proved 
to be less brilliant in handling real money than he was as a theoret- 
ical thinker. The firm survived, but with only minimal success, 
although nothing ever dampened Pierre Samuel du Pont’s optimism 
and enthusiasm. He and his son Victor were much alike—free spir- 
its who always had many projects afoot. Between the two of them, 
they were trying to raise funds in France for seven major projects in 
America, and the results were all unsatisfactory to the French 
investors. 

Fortunately, another of Pierre’s sons, Eleuthére Irénée, though 
rather diffident and considered not too promising, got the idea for 
project No. 8, the production of gunpowder. Being patient, metic- 


ulous, and well organized, the quiet young man founded a company 
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that eventually became a great success, although he was never out of 
debt in his lifetime because his father and siblings were a serious 
drain on his resources. 

Jefferson knew that Victor, who had once been French consul 
general in New York, had sent off a long report to Talleyrand in 
1798, when he feared that the U.S. and France were rushing toward 
war on the old issue of France’s assaults on American shipping. Vic- 
tor had acknowledged to Talleyrand that President John Adams 
(who happened to be an old personal enemy of Victor’s) had shown 
unfriendliness to France, but he argued that this did not excuse “the 
acts of violence, of brigandage, of piracy committed by French cruis- 
ers...against American commerce.” And he warned that this French 
blundering might cause war, costing America its liberty, weakening 
France, and benefiting only the British. Historian Samuel Eliot 
Morison considered this message so powerful that he credited Victor 
du Pont with the avoidance of a Franco-American war. There were 
other factors and other claimants for this credit (the role played by 
Louis Pichon while serving in the French Embassy in the Nether- 
lands has already been mentioned in an earlier chapter), but Victor 
du Pont may well have contributed to peace, as it is clear that Amer- 
ican sailors were released and attacks on the high seas stopped just 
after his intervention. 

Three years later, in 1801, Jefferson sounded like a warlike leader 
when he called on Victor du Pont for help in the Louisiana matter. 
He heard that Victor was about to leave on a trip to France. He 
asked Victor to approach Talleyrand to explain the serious conse- 
quences for France if it moved to take New Orleans. Du Pont did 
what he was asked to do, and pointed out to Talleyrand the obvious 
reasons for France to avoid creating an American backlash, but did 
not really seem to have engaged the foreign minister’s interest. It 


would appear that Victor probably made a rather flat presentation of 
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the facts, not the kind of impassioned talk that Jefferson was, rather 
unsuccessfully, exhorting all of his contacts to stage. 

Meanwhile, Victor’s father, old Pierre Samuel du Pont, had been 
trying to position the family he headed to benefit from any trend in 
American politics. In the presidential race of 1800, he had clearly 
favored his old friend Jefferson, but he also engaged Alexander Hamil- 
ton, head of the Federalist party, as a lawyer for his company. Jeffer- 
son had shown no sign of resentment, and as president he had 
continued to send Pierre du Pont long personal letters of warmth and 
openness that are rare between a chief executive and a private citizen. 

The president was asking the elder du Pont, just as he had made 
the request to Victor, to spread the word to Napoleon or his aides 
that the U.S. was preparing for a fight over New Orleans. Jefferson 
had even suggested that he put out some exaggerated numbers about 
how many troops were being readied for this showdown. Du Pont 
began by expressing doubts about this warlike approach, then 
plainly derided it. He insisted on thinking of himself as a business- 
man, and he thought it might be much better to talk money with 
the French. 

President Jefferson did not argue with him, but continued to 
threaten an armed conflict. In the spring of 1802, with the pace of 
Louisiana discussions in Paris accelerating, he heard that Pierre 
Samuel du Pont himself was about to leave on a business trip to 
France. Here, he thought, is one man who can get Napoleon’s ear and 
be sure the whole message is understood. The president probably didn’t 
know that Napoleon had once ridiculed du Pont for being an imprac- 
tical philosopher who had rewritten the Lord’s Prayer in stodgy 
French for the benefit of congregations called “Theophilanthropists.” 
This was a deistic society established in Paris during the Directory 
aiming to institute a new religion in place of Christianity, offering 


belief in the existence of God, in the immortality of the soul, and in 
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virtue. Napoleon had said, “Philosophers have no conception of reli- 
gion as a popular force. If I had to make a religion for philosophers, it 
would be very different from what I would supply for the credulous.” 

In any case, Jefferson invited the elder du Pont to Washington 
and gave him a two-hour presentation—insisting that only his own 
pacifism made him determined to convince the French of his war- 
like intentions. In short, he was urging du Pont to threaten 
Napoleon with war as a means of preserving the peace. Although it 
is not clear how du Pont responded, Jefferson must have realized 
that his message was again meeting with resistance, for he soon 
wrote du Pont a heated letter, in which he warned: “Our circum- 
stances are so imperious as to admit of no delay....Whatever 
power...holds the country east of the Mississippi becomes our nat- 
ural enemy.” He also gave du Pont an assortment of memoranda and 
letters that were aimed at making Talleyrand, and perhaps even 
Napoleon himself, see the great danger in letting differences over 
New Orleans and the Mississippi traffic fester and destroy the once 
admirable relationship between France and America. 

Jefferson was determined to convince du Pont, a private citizen, 
to carry out a mission that he was uniquely qualified to perform. In 
a letter he wrote to du Pont on April 25, 1802, he made a great point 
of saying, “You will perceive the unlimited confidence I repose in 
your good faith and in your cordial dispositions to serve both coun- 
tries when you observe that I leave both letters for Chancellor Liv- 
ingston open for your perusal.” (He even referred to some passages 
that were in cipher, which he told du Pont to simply ignore, as they 
were for Livingston’s eyes alone.) He went on to warn him of the 
dire consequences that would befall France if Napoleon should gain 
control of New Orleans, the great port of the Mississippi. There was 
the flat assertion that there would be “a war which would annihilate 


France on the ocean and place it under the despotism of two 
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nations, which I am not reconciled to the more because my own 
would be one of them.” 

With the kind of blunt honesty that the president had not been 
getting from anyone else, Pierre Samuel du Pont now expressed his 
alarm at such a threatening approach. “To say, “Give up that city or 
we shall take it from you’ is not at all persuasive,” he told Jefferson. 
He then explored several approaches that might be considered, 
including a promise to help France win back Canada, but they all 


seemed too aggressive. Afterwards, he wrote this piece of solid advice: 


What then are your means of acquiring and persuading 
France to an amicable cession of her property? Alas, Mr. 
President...it is payment in money. Consider what the most 
successful war with France and Spain would cost you. And 
contract for a part—a half, let us say. The two countries will 
have made a good bargain. You will have Louisiana and 
probably the Floridas for the least expenditure possible; and 
this conquest will be neither envenomed by hatreds, nor sul- 
lied by human blood....But offer enough to bring her to a 


decision, if it can be done, before she takes possession. 


The president’s reply is not known, for he asked du Pont to 
destroy it. But apparently Jefferson did not reject the idea of a cash 
purchase, for when du Pont wrote again, just before sailing, he 
thanked Jefferson for his letter, saying that he had duly burned it. 
He renewed his urging for a cash purchase, even proposing ways of 


financing it if the full purchase price were not available. 


Du Pont’s inventive mind played with other commercially 
oriented ideas as well. At one point, in late February 1803, he 


wrote a note to a French Consul Le Brun, in which he clearly tried 
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to portray himself as a dedicated Frenchman, making a proposal 
that was entirely for the good of France. In this plan, he would have 
had both France and Spain sharing the use of New Orleans with the 
United States, and also benefiting from a promise that those two 
countries alone would be exempted from any and all duties on their 
merchandise entering American territory by way of the Mississippi. 
England’s products, on the contrary, would only be admitted by 
land and would pay 12 or 15 percent duties. He wrote to the 
French official: 


In this manner, we shall have conquered for the benefit 
of our manufactures, our silks, ironmongery, and glass of 
every description, and for the consumption of our wines, 
vinegar, oil, and dried fruits, all the commerce of the five 
states of the West, as well as of the new states, which, in 
this country, multiply so rapidly.... This will give us the 
assurance that the interior of America, from the 
Allegheny on the one side to the elevated mountains 
beyond the lakes on the other, will only be populated and 
supplied by means of the manufacturing industry, the 
agricultural prosperity, and the commercial riches of 


France. 


On the Paris end, Livingston had been uneasy about du Pont’s 
intervention at first, and he certainly would have been distressed by 
the totally pro-French nature of the letter to Le Brun, for it could 
have raised expectations of American trade favoritism for France that 
Jefferson could not have considered. Livingston must have been 
thinking exactly that, and also been eager to show Madison his dis- 
like of having his work cluttered by the efforts of others, when he 


wrote very correctly, “I fear du Pont de Nemours has given them, 
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with the best intentions, ideas that we shall find it hard to eradicate, 
and impossible to yield to.” But later he was pleased with the turn 
this intervention took, for the businessman’s dislike of Jefferson’s 
warlike approach made him into an ally of Livingston’s. In fact, 
there is evidence that du Pont actually suggested to Livingston that 
he avoid hurling Jefferson’s challenge at the French, but play a wait- 
ing game instead. Whether or not this is so, Livingston clearly 
needed no urging in that direction. So here, in a sense, two rebels 
against Jefferson’s wishes were joining forces. 

Most interestingly, Madison also seemed—in these early months 
of 1803—to urge Robert Livingston to show greater caution, sug- 
gesting that he not appear too bellicose to the French. This was new 
and exactly opposite to Jefferson’s previous pleas, but it is not likely 
that Madison was openly differing from the president at that point. 
There had been an earlier time when Madison had appeared uncom- 
fortable with Jefferson’s warlike approach, and other times when the 
Jefferson-Madison team had employed the conscious strategy of 
making the president appear unreasonable in order to soften the 
opposition. At this point, however, there is a difference. Now it 
would seem that this pair had sensed a turn in the wind, one that 
might be bringing a moment of opportunity. If both sides were envi- 
sioning a way to come together, each side must be allowed to appear 
as something of a winner. It did not seem to call for threatening 
language. 

Pierre Samuel du Pont must have been puzzled to find in Jeffer- 
son’s curious and turbulent letter two places where the American 
president referred to the possibility that du Pont would meet with 
an accident while on this trip. In one case, Jefferson asks him to seal 
the open letters with wafers that would guard against their being 
seen by others “if any accident should happen to you.” Later in the 


letter, Jefferson tells of his confidence that the letter would, in any 
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case, be safe if it were delivered by Mrs. du Pont with her own hands 
“if any accident happen to you.” 

The grim tone could not have helped bring du Pont to the pres- 
ident’s point of view as he read that Jefferson still wanted him to use 
words that pressured the French leader, rather than suggestions for a 
businesslike arrangement. That idea certainly did not appeal to him 
in the least. His business-oriented mind—coupled with what he 
knew about Napoleon—told him that warnings were not the 
weapon of choice for this situation. And so Pierre Samuel du Pont 
turned out to be one more player in this game who consciously 
turned away from what he had been asked to do. He did get to see 
Napoleon personally, avoided the elaborate formulas that Livingston 
had been trying on Talleyrand, and plainly proposed a simple bar- 
gaining approach. Napoleon must have been surprised to hear a 
philosopher talking so clearly. Like a good honest broker, du Pont 
said the same thing in Paris as he had in Washington: Didn't the 
whole Mississippi affair really boil down to setting a fair price for a 
piece of valuable real estate? Napoleon responded only with a sly 
look—noncommittal, but not entirely negative. It could very well be 
that du Pont, a private citizen, was the person who remade this affair 
into a negotiation, with both sides engaged. 

With his thoughts naturally turning to the gunpowder on which 
his son’s company was based, du Pont said that by his own calcula- 
tions, New Orleans could probably be bought for less money than 
the cost of ammunition needed to fight a war. What point was there 
in going to such expense—not to mention the casualties and the 
always-uncertain outcome of any conflict—when perhaps the Amer- 
icans would be willing to pay several million dollars for a firm agree- 
ment on the city’s future and permanent rights to use the river? 

There was no on-the-spot conclusion, but it is likely that this one 


businesslike discussion played a major role in fixing the idea of a 
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monetary deal in Napoleon’s mind. The First Consul did not need a 
reminder from du Pont to realize that the struggle against England 
depended heavily on the ability to spend, and the French exchequer was 
low in funds. But the repeated admonition would have been one more 
factor for Napoleon to consider, just as he undoubtedly bore in mind the 
bizarre reports about Jefferson’s rash attitude. An impassioned enemy, 
even if he was unwise in the practical sense, was a dangerous foe, for he 
might rouse his people in ways that were incalculable. A good cash offer 
might seem more attractive to Napoleon when compared with the war- 
like posture of an opponent who appeared to have become demented. 
And rather than just “several million dollars for rights to use the river,” 
Napoleon might have thought, why not offer the whole territory, which 


was all but lost anyway, and demand a great many millions? 


How seriously Jefferson took du Pont’s role—even when this 
intermediary appeared to be opposing the presidential strategy—is 
confirmed by the fact that he made sure to keep du Pont in the pic- 
ture at every turn, and one letter to him arrived as the negotiations 
were coming to a head. In this one, incidentally, there was no warn- 
ing about du Pont’s suffering a possible accident. Instead, Jefferson’s 
note of dubious cheer on this occasion reminded him that a kinder 
death by natural causes might intervene, saying, “You and I are now 
at the time of life when our call to another state of being cannot be 
distant and may be near.” That slight upgrade in the personal 
prospects he held out to his friend was dimmed, however, when Jef- 
ferson let him know how he regarded the government of du Pont’s 
native land, for he added, “Besides, your government is in the habit 
of seizing papers without notice. These letters might thus get into 
hands which, like the hornet, extracts poison from the same flower 


that yields honey to the bee....” 


Niyter Nine 
AN EXTRAORDINARY 
MINISTER 


[° Paris, the blow that an apprehensive Livingston had expected to 
receive reached him during January 1803. His worst fears were not 
quite realized, for he was not being recalled. So the possibility still 
existed that he would be a participant if some historic event material- 
ized. Moreover, he might yet be able to announce success in winning 
payment of many millions of dollars for the Americans who were 
claiming losses from French capture of their ships. Then promoter 
James Swan could put his political skill to work, and the happy and 
admiring recipients would have the chance to show their appreciation 
by pressing for the successful minister’s consideration as a worthy vice- 
presidential candidate in the forthcoming national election. 

But the insult, the indignity, that he would meanwhile have to 
endure seemed too much to bear. Letters from both the president 
and secretary of state told him that he was shortly to be joined by 
yet another minister, James Monroe, fifteen years younger than him- 
self, who would be coming with what Livingston considered a 


higher rank than his own. Madison had finally written to Livingston 
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at some length on January 18, 1803, but that was probably because 
he could cheerfully tell Livingston all about the dispatch of Mr. 
Monroe, “who will be the bearer of the instructions under which 
you are jointly to negotiate.” At last, after Livingston’s pleading for 
some idea of how much the U.S. might offer for certain properties, 
Madison deigned to tell him that the information could soon be had 
by consulting his new colleague. Added to his discomfort was the 
fact that Monroe had been American minister in Paris nine years 
earlier in 1794, had made a blunder, and had gone home almost in 
disgrace. But his was the classic example—as Livingston saw it—of 
how much favor a Virginian and a protégé could enjoy in the eyes of 
Jefferson and Madison. 

Livingston knew Monroe to be a good, solid man whose sole 
indiscretion in Paris had occurred because the instructions he 
received from home were misunderstood—a subject on which Liv- 
ingston could be empathetic. Those who drew confidence from 
Montroe’s placid personality noticed that he always thought in terms 
of doing the right thing, rather than of winning approval. 

This kind of conduct had generally kept his life on a steady 
course. Even those who disagreed with him on political grounds 
were respectful of his motives. But the one glaring exception to 
that—which had occurred in Paris—must have been terrible to live 
with. Livingston’s unusual mind thought how searing that memory 
must be to Monroe, and how strange was the fate that was now 
pulling him back to this same city. 

Monroe's first appointment as minister to France in 1794 was 
considered a great opportunity for a young man of thirty-seven years. 
The towering successes of both Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jeffer- 
son in the sensitive position of American minister to Paris had made 
it an even greater test for any successor, with more attention focused 


on it. It was a tortuous time in French-American relations because the 
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United States, having been a revolutionary government itself, was 
expected to be especially understanding of France’s way of dealing 
with royalty. President Washington and Vice President John Adams 
had not wanted to express admiration for the butchery that went on 
in Paris at that time. Adams, writing to a friend in England, had said, 
“Mankind will in time discover that unbridled majorities are as tyran- 
nical and cruel as unlimited despots.” 

Jefferson, however, had been quite stubbornly determined to 
consider the 1789 disorders and demonstrations against the king as 
evidence of democracy at work. He had sailed for home that year, 
offhandedly blaming Queen Marie Antoinette for the country’s 
woes. He had not been in France during the worst of the Terror. And 
as he increasingly became a political opportunist, Jefferson actually 
hailed the execution of Louis XVI in a letter to a New York news- 
paper, saying, “Mankind is now enlightened. They can discover that 
kings are like other men.... Monarchy and aristocracy must be anni- 
hilated, and the rights of the people firmly established.” 

With the worst excesses of the Terror over, when a new minister 
had to be named to the unfilled post and several candidates had per- 
sonal reasons for being unable to take the position, James Monroe, 
a much younger protégé of Jefferson’s, had been selected. Though 
Monroe became a balanced and successful president twenty years 
later, his judgment at the start of his first Paris stay proved to be 
badly flawed. True, he had been considered young for the job, but 
being thirty-seven years old does not explain how he could have cre- 
ated such embarrassment for his government. 

Monroe’s 1794 mission to France had been mainly about Amer- 
ican shipping on the high seas, which the French constantly threat- 
ened in their effort to blockade England. American shipping on the 
Mississippi was also involved in his assignment, although the French 


did not admit any connection with it, for Louisiana belonged to 
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Spain at that time. It was before the advent of Napoleon, so France 
had not yet regained an all-around aggressive attitude. But its bully- 
ing ways on the high seas kept the U.S. wary of what the French 
were going to be like when they had a settled government at home. 
Monroe had been instructed to use every possible connection and 
every bit of guile he could summon up to detect any such dangerous 
change, especially as it might affect Mississippi traffic. 

Monroe had been a surprise choice to take on the harrowing Paris 
job. Harrowing it was because France and England were at war, both 
threatening American ships and detaining them at times. The new 
American minister was supposed to walk a fine line that would show 
basic friendship and respect for France, but he was instructed not to be 
so friendly as to jeopardize America’s shaky dignity, as the French had 
only recently stopped their merciless guillotining. Also, he was to avoid 
offending either the pro-French or pro-British parties back home. 

Everyone agreed that Monroe was wise, modest, upright, and 
“much too kind to have a sense of humor.” But clearly, a sense of humor 
was what he would need most. With all those conflicting factions to sat- 
isfy, Secretary of State John Randolph had handed Monroe one more 
when he gave him his formal instructions a month later: “You will show 
our confidence in the French Republic without betraying the most 
remote mark of undue complaisance.” He added, with uncanny fore- 
sight, “Among the great events with which the world is now teeming, 
there may be an opening for France to become instrumental in securing 
to us the free navigation of the Mississippi. Spain may perhaps negoti- 
ate a peace with France, separate from Great Britain. If she does, the 


Mississippi may be acquired through this channel...” 


Monroe’s first arrival in Paris had been in mid-summer 1794, just 
after the fall of Robespierre and the Terror. The prescription for failure 
that he had been handed went to work within days. The way he tried 
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to explain it, after he was openly derided and finally recalled, was this: 
since no other civilized nation had a recognized representative in 
France at that time, and the minister from Geneva had been waiting 
more than six weeks to be received, “I was fearful I might remain as 
long, and perhaps much longer, in the same situation.” He therefore 
addressed a letter to the president of the Convention (a body that rep- 
resented the entire nation), and it was a remarkably successful pitch, 
for a decree was passed at once that the minister of the United States 
“be introduced into the bosom of the Convention tomorrow at two 
P.M.” It was as if a Protestant asked to visit the Vatican and was told 
that the entire College of Cardinals would promptly convene to receive 
him. And no wonder, for with his request, Monroe had enclosed a 
copy of the speech he planned to give. It went a tad over the fine line 
of strictly limited friendliness that he had been ordered to walk. 

After telling the delighted French that his admission into the 
assembly filled him “with a degree of sensibility which I cannot 
express,” he had spoken of the regard that the French nation had 
always shown to its ally (forgetting about the American ships that 
were detained in French ports), and continued for ten minutes with 


such sentiments as these: 


Republics should approach near to each other. In many 
respects they all have the same interest; but this is more espe- 
cially the case with the American and French republics. 
Their governments are similar; they both cherish the same 
principles and have the same basis. [All this in spite of the 
fact that France was not a republic at all and had no such 
democratic basis.] I speak the sentiments of my own coun- 
try...and if I can succeed in such manner as to merit the 
approbation of both republics, I shall deem it the happiest 


event of my life. 
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The French leaders, knowing themselves to be pariahs to most 
of the world, were overjoyed to be praised by the young nation that 
was admired by so many. To show their gratitude, the French lead- 
ers not only recognized Monroe as the accredited minister of the 
United States, but ordered that his speech be printed in “French and 
American,” carefully leaving out any reference to English, in order 
to credit the friendly new country with having a language of its own. 

Secretary of State John Randolph had not entered into this joy- 
ous partnership that Monroe had embarked on. He wrote his man 
in Paris that, “We all supposed that your reception as minister would 
take place in the private chamber of some committee....We should 
have supposed that finding yourself in the Hall of the Convention 
would have brought to mind these ideas: The United States are neu- 
tral. The allied powers are jealous. With England we are now in 
treaty. By England we have been impeached for breaches of faith in 
favor of France....We do not perceive that your instructions have 
imposed upon you the extreme glow of some parts of your 
address....” Clearly, he would have liked to recall Monroe at once, 
but that would have created an incident of a different kind. Monroe, 
fuming over the criticism, was allowed to stay on for just two years, 
a minimal time, until August 1796. 

But foreign affairs are even less predictable than most human 
events. John Randolph had first sent Monroe to France with hopes 
of winning only the right to navigate freely a Mississippi River that 
would continue to be owned by some larger nation. No one would 
have believed that this nearly disgraced James Monroe would be 
back in Paris seven years later with the power to sign or turn down 
the outright purchase of that whole river and nearly a million square 
miles of land lying beyond it. 

Every player in this affair—whether American or French—has 


been shown to have certain questionable traits of character and very 
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considerable countervailing talents. James Monroe would have been 
an exception to that rule, had it not been for his major blunder on 
the first assignment to France. Other than that, he was a paragon. 

One great qualification would work for him from the moment 
of his return to Paris: he spoke excellent French, his whole family 
having learned it during his first tour of duty there. It was no ordinary 
schoolroom French, and not at all like that of the previous American 
envoys. Benjamin Franklin had parlayed a few clever phrases and 
strategic silences into an undeserved reputation for fluency. Thomas 
Jefferson had made himself understood, with an excessively American 
accent. Only the conscientious John Adams had managed a workman- 
like ability to converse effectively. But Monroe, as early as 1796, had 
been able to dispense with an interpreter, even for the most difficult 
official interviews that required very precise word choice. 

A deeper way of gauging this man Monroe is to note his excep- 
tional resistance to capital punishment while he was governor of 
Virginia. He openly condemned the passion for vengeance, even 
when it earned him strong protests from many citizens. And he 
worked to install practical preventive measures that would lessen the 
number of executions, especially of slaves, whose confessions seemed 
to him to be fear-induced and of doubtful value. 

His first tour of duty in Paris had also provided another way of 
probing Monroe’s character, for it featured one more trait that not 
even the great men around him could measure up to. Against every 
notion of what was politically correct or even socially acceptable, 
Monroe had devoted himself to helping Thomas Paine, whose flam- 
ing words are thought by some to have saved the American Revolu- 
tion during a time of despair. Paine had alienated nearly all the 
founding fathers by remaining a firebrand after they comfortably 
became part of the victorious new establishment, and they preferred 


not to be seen even talking with him. Disgusted, Paine moved to 
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France, and there continued his inflammatory behavior, landing in 
prison as a result. Monroe, only thirty-seven years old at the time, 
ignored what his superiors might consider correct behavior, and 
wrote and informed the State Department that he had not only 
devoted much time to getting Paine released from jail, but then 
befriended him in this astonishingly kindly way. 


Monroe wrote his superiors: 
September 15, 1795 


Mr. Paine has lived in my house for about ten months past. 
He was, upon my arrival, confined in the Luxembourg, and 
released on my application; after which, being sick, he has 
remained with me....The symptoms have become worse, 
and the prospect now is that he will not be able to hold out 
more than a month or two at the farthest. I shall certainly 
pay the utmost attention to this gentleman, as he is one of 
those whose merits in our Revolution were most distin- 


guished.” 
[signed] James Monroe 


Although still in the formative stage of his career, and already on 
poor terms with the administration in Washington, Monroe had not 
been deterred by the likely disapproval of his older mentors—nor 
had he even cared if they felt that his attention to Paine was a rebuke 
to them. He did what he judged to be right and did not dissemble 
in telling about it. 

This was the new colleague who would be joining Livingston in 
a matter of weeks. The United States would now have two men with 


very unusual minds in Paris. 


qleypter Dons 


WAITING FOR 
MONROE 


ould this tense half-life go on for another few months or a 
WwW. or five years? No one could have known as the early 
months of 1803 came. With hindsight, more than one historian 
wrote that the Louisiana issue was pretty well decided in 1802 and 
that Monroe’s trip to Paris the following year was no more than a 
formality. The principals who were in suspense, especially those in 
Washington, would have been glad to learn this; there was no such 
feeling at all until virtually the final moment of signing—and even 
after that, the dangling questions about the validity of the deal and 
the possibility of a turndown by the Congress were so worrisome 
that Jefferson and Madison would have a serious difference of opin- 
ion about how to address them. 

The pressures were so great in early 1803 that time itself seemed 
to have taken on an altered meaning, and the passing of days had 
varying effects in different capitals. While the outcome of the 
Louisiana issue had come to seem as important as life itself to the 


Americans, it was of secondary significance to the French. At any 
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moment, they might be at war in Europe—their real world—and 
against Great Britain, their classic enemy. Money for the war was 
scarce, and a cash sale of Louisiana would help, but it was not an 
imperative, as New Orleans was to the United States. Paris cared 
about the New World as a matter of deep interest for the long term, 
but the dream of creating an empire there might have to be left 
unfinished for years, as some of the First Consul’s advisers saw it. 

These men around Napoleon were divided on the issue of 
Louisiana. He would sometimes call in retired ministers, tell them of 
some plan he had, then ask them to be totally frank in critiquing it. 
He could be so hypnotic at times that they would take him at his 
word and tell him straightaway if they found something with which 
they disagreed. In such cases, he would sit silent for a few minutes, 
then—with no direct comment on what others had said—announce 
a decision, often one that came as a surprise. But not so on 
Louisiana. Several such critics told him to hold on to Louisiana at all 
costs; others said he should defend Saint Domingue, but forget New 
Orleans until he had defeated the British—the real threat to France’s 
future. On this subject, he often broke off the meeting without a 
conclusion. 

Napoleon was experiencing some confusion because he had 
lately become more aware of the power and importance of money. 
Probably because of the clarity of Marbois’s explanations, he realized 
that Britain was able to dominate the oceans because its massive 
income from trade enabled it to build and equip a huge fleet of 
ships. 

It was largely because of her colonies that the British had such 
enormous trade earnings, and now his most level-headed advisers 
were telling him to raise money by getting rid of France’s most 
promising colonies. His favorite source of bright ideas, Talleyrand, 


understood the logical conflict, but would not discuss it with 
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Napoleon, thinking the First Consul would be bored by the subject 
of finances. 

In Washington, tension mounted because the fury over New 
Orleans was not about to abate. The Jefferson administration— 
apart from its genuine national concerns—worried that a popular 
desire to see action might create a political tide against the adminis- 
tration. The Federalist party, usually strongest in the Northeast, saw 
this situation as an opportunity to build its popularity in the West, 
so it tried to outdo the Republicans in calling for war—against 
either the French or the Spanish—to assure America’s control of 
Louisiana. To hear easterners taking the lead in calling for the sup- 
port of westerners was a new turn, indeed, a political ploy that had 
a unifying effect on the nation. 

In January 1803, Jefferson began to take the steps of actually 
forming an alliance with England. He scheduled dates for cabinet 
meetings in which the terms and projected timing of a possible 
alliance with the British would be discussed, but it is not known 
whether this was a genuine possibility or a continuation of the long- 
running act he staged to frighten France into making a deal. One of 
the principle questions planned for such a meeting was whether to 
let the British take New Orleans or to reserve that city for American 
action. When it was discussed by the cabinet, opinion was firmly 
against allowing the British to act in that area. It is noteworthy that 
as talk of a possible alliance with England increased, it brought out 
even more American suspicion and fear of Britain as a partner. 

Also notable as a clue to the administration’s true attitude 
toward alliance with England is the fact that Madison, at this point, 
tried to cool Congress’s furor, while watching the calendar to track 
Monroe’s probable whereabouts. He tried to imagine the day of 
Monroe’s arrival in Paris and how soon he would be presented to the 


government, making him eligible to start talking business with the 
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French. If he and Jefferson had genuinely favored the alliance and a 
possible war with France, their administration would have wel- 
comed the supportive war spirit in Congress. But Madison, more 
clearly than anyone else, saw that if the matter could be arranged by 
a treaty and a purchase, this port-closing episode, although it could 
be considered a tempest in a teapot, would be a major historical 
event because it showed that the American people were willing to 
fight as one, putting an end to the East-West rivalry and joining 
America’s eastern and western interests in a matter of weeks. Ameri- 
cans who talked, demonstrated, and sometimes fought each other 
about the beckoning emptiness to the West were increasingly settlers 
rather than explorers. 

While most eyes were on the calendar, the passing dates had a 
different meaning for Robert Livingston. After learning in January 
1803 that Monroe would join him in Paris, thus putting in doubt 
Livingston’s hope of personal glory, he had been told that a good 
many weeks might pass before the Monroes would be ready to leave. 
After that, it would be close to another month, at the very least, 
before he would arrive. Livingston’s hope for some great happening 
that might benefit him within that time had dwindled as the French 
seemed to believe that serious discussions would wait for Monroe’s 
arrival. The weeks had become unbearably tense for him as time 
began to run out. 

Livingston’s bitterness was palpable. As it appeared increasingly 
likely that France would offer America an opportunity to buy and 
own its future as no other nation had ever done, Livingston ham- 
mered at the question that Madison kept refusing to respond to: 
How much are we willing to offer for this or that piece of property, 
be it New Orleans, Florida, or any part of it? He had begun months 
before literally to beg for an answer. In July 1802, he complained, “I 


am sorry that you have not communicated to me what are precisely 
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the utmost limits of the sum I may venture to offer in cash....” On 
December 20, 1802, he wrote, “Pray be explicit in the amount of 
what I may offer....1 would wish, in case favorable circumstances 
should arise, to know how to act.” On February 18, 1803, he said, 
“I have never yet had any specific instructions from you how to act 
or what to offer [in case the First Consul should indicate a willing- 
ness to sell the United States land]” and soon after that begged, “I 
pray you again to give me some instructions, for I may be acting 
contrary to your intentions.” 

At no time were any of these requests answered. Even if Madi- 
son felt disinclined to include specific sums in dispatches he would 
mail, he might at least have been expected to make reference to the 
questions and to give a hint of why an answer could not be given. 

Livingston’s problem of trying to decipher his own foreign min- 
ister’s meanings seemed especially difficult to him, and it was cer- 
tainly bizarre, but every player in this game had problems on his 
own side of the field, as well as in confronting the opposition. 

If one were looking into the offices of the two foreign ministers, 
Talleyrand and Madison, the scenes would not be what one would 
normally have expected in either Paris or Washington. American lead- 
ers usually worked at desks, where they often conducted talks, like the 
transplanted Englishmen most of them were. In business or in law 
offices, some even used “partners’ desks,” large furniture with seven 
drawers on each side, or they might pull up a chair to another man’s 
desk and turn the visit into a small meeting, with ideas freely 
exchanged and rebutted. A French minister would leave his papers on 
a delicate desk of Louis XV or Louis XVI design and know that when 
he went into the next room, people would rise and become attentive 
to his thoughts, rather than offering their own. If it was a commercial 


office, the desk would be of coarser design, but either way, others 
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would stand when a superior appeared, and if their rank was lower 
than his, they would listen and nod as he spoke. It was more a lecture 
than a meeting, and many of the leader’s ideas were unspoken. 

These distinctions would not have been applicable if one had been 
a secret observer of the two foreign ministers, Talleyrand and Madi- 
son. Both these men talked only enough, it seemed, to elicit words 
from others. They were less interested in telling people things than in 
waiting to be told. Talleyrand was a great conversationalist on social 
occasions, but any aide who was expecting him to hold the floor and 
explain his policies would be in for a very short session. A person who 
had a new thought to express would find the minister more interested 
in listening than in speaking. Like a manufacturer who needs raw 
materials to work with, Talleyrand was an avid collector of facts and 
particularly liked to combine several unrelated facts in ways that cre- 
ated enhanced wealth or power. That he preferred watching and lis- 
tening soon became apparent. He kept drawing information from 
others, only rarely saying aloud what he made of it all. That was the 
secret of how he endlessly created new strategies to be tried. While 
these were often self-serving, they usually proved useful to others as 
well, which is why his services were always in demand. 

On the surface, Madison’s manner was quite different: he was 
softer-voiced, almost retiring, and he gave less evidence that he was 
listening for facts. But that was really a pose. He seemed quite con- 
tent to let a conversation dawdle. He used these silences as a way to 
get others to introduce subjects. People who knew him well thought 
Madison said only a small fraction of what was in his mind. But 
such remarks as he made usually sounded as if they concealed a vast 
amount of knowledge. 

Any close observation of Madison’s actions and methods gives 
the feeling of a man who plays with his cards unusually close to the 


vest. Some persons who can be so described seem unpleasantly devious. 
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Madison was quite the opposite. In his brevity, he seemed to be say- 
ing all that was needed. And everything from the softness of his voice 
to the quietness of his facial expression gave the impression of total 
candor. 

If Madison’s methods were difficult for Livingston to deal with, 
imagine how they put Louis Pichon at a disadvantage. As bright as 
Pichon was, he seems never to have suspected that the secretary of 
state who begged France “not to force the United States to become 
involved in anything on the far side of the Mississippi River” was a 
dedicated expansionist who wanted the whole continent for America. 
Madison’s words, as we have seen, were so beautifully chosen that they 
set every suspicion to rest. It is tempting to imagine a direct conver- 
sation between Madison and Talleyrand. Perhaps neither of them 
would have believed a word the other said. But in that case, they 
would have been doing themselves a disservice, for they both spoke 


wisely much of the time—and even truthfully, on occasion. 


Talleyrand’s reputation for serving France well, even while 
enriching himself, was fully deserved. It has been shown that his 
choice of personnel for important posts in France’s diplomatic 
corps, as in the case of Louis Pichon, was normally intended to put 
high-quality individuals in place, not simply men who would 
inform and serve his interests. Often he devoted extra time to 
achieving both ends, in contrast to most people who settle for the 
first workable solution that presents itself. He was painstaking 
enough to sift endlessly through every situation and every possible 
appointment until he could make a decision that would work for 
the dual purpose of serving both himself and France. 

Again, in this mental trait Talleyrand and Madison were much 
alike. As far as is known, Madison had no trace of the venality that 


ruled Talleyrand, but their mental energy was the same. Endless 
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effort to be fully informed and perfectly prepared was the only way 
Madison knew of dealing with any subject. 

When he became secretary of state, this trait grew more pro- 
nounced and there were frequent brief intimations of privileged 
information that could only have come from espionage. He had, in 
fact, taken that subject up seriously after lagging in attention to it 
when he first inherited the State Department. 

The clear evidence of how much espionage Madison made use of 
and how much he must have encouraged his diplomats to put into 
action can be gathered from phrases in which the secretary and some of 
America’s envoys referred to facts they quoted from unnamed persons. 
The revealing mentions—indicated by added italics—usually took 


forms like the following remarks, which are on a variety of subjects: 


—Madison to Pinckney, Minister to Spain (on how he had 
learned of the port closing in New Orleans): “A letter from a 
confidential citizen at New Orleans has just informed us that 
the Intendant, at that place...had prohibited the deposit of 
American effects...and that the river was also shut against 


the external commerce of the United States...” 


—Madison to Livingston (on the same subject): “Private 
accounts render it probable that the Governor of the 


province openly dissented from that act.” 


—Livingston, from France, to Madison (on a deal 
Napoleon was making with Spain): “In addition to my 
last, I have obtained accurate information of the offer to 
Spain. It is either to sell them Parma for forty-eight mil- 
lions of livres, or to exchange it for Florida. I fear Spain 


will accede to their proposition.” 
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Sometimes even President Jefferson referred to something he 
learned from a person unknown, though more likely a distinguished 


visitor than a paid informant: 


—Jefferson to Livingston (apparently shocked to have 
learned of unfriendly French feelings toward Amer- 
ica—possibly told to him by Pierre Samuel du Pont): 
“Tt is well to be able to inform you through a safe chan- 
nel that we stand completely corrected of the error that 
either the government or the nation of France has any 
remains of friendship for us. On the contrary, it appears 
evident, that an unfriendly spirit prevails in the most 


important individuals of the government, toward us.” 


Just as there is sometimes a lull in a war, giving the impression 
that perhaps nothing decisive will ever happen, these low-key 
exchanges went on for the first few months of 1803. Even the lead- 
ing players appeared to undergo a sort of mood shift during these 
months, as though people on both sides were focusing more on what 
had previously seemed to be minor points. The big, broad outlines 
of the rivalry had drawn most of the attention when the French and 
Americans first appeared to be preparing for a showdown. Now per- 
sonal irritations were coming into prominence, and as the crucial 
days of decision approached, there was the danger that these trifles 
would blur the larger design. The pettiness on the part of men 
charged with the future of nations was monumental, if such a mas- 
sive adjective can be married to such a weasel of a noun. 

Apparently despairing of anything that was going to save him from 
accepting second place, Livingston became increasingly contentious. 
The superficial respect he had normally shown Madison seemed to 


evaporate. He soon began to complain about his rank and stature in a 
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way that he had never addressed a superior before. For example, he 
wrote the secretary of state, “I am not satisfied, from examining my 
instructions and commission, that I am empowered to do anything but 
the common routine of business....I find that I have no precise diplo- 
matic character, not even an envoy ordinary or extraordinary, though it 
had been usual for the United States to grant this latter grade to gen- 
tlemen of less standing than myself.” He added at this point that one 
of Napoleon's envoys was actually forced to go to the U.S. at a lower 
grade than he expected because his status was not allowed to exceed the 
standing of the lowly American minister in Paris. 

By March 24, more whining of this kind was mingled with seri- 
ous business. Livingston was writing Madison with news that the 
troops and colonists assembled in Holland and destined for 
Louisiana were “stopped for the present, in consequence of the state 
of things here.” And at the same time, he included a wordy passage 
that was clearly meant to show how the administration’s decision to 
send Monroe to Paris had spoiled a very promising arrangement he 
had almost concluded with the French. As he put it, “Unfortunately, 
dispatches arrived at that moment from Mr. Pichon, informing 
them that the appointment of Mr. Monroe had tranquilized every- 
thing.” Even though it was perhaps poor judgment for Livingston to 
complain in this way, it must be acknowledged that his point seems 
to be confirmed by a letter he received from Talleyrand: “I see with 
pleasure...that the excitement which had been raised on the subject 
of Louisiana has been allayed by the wisdom of your Government, 
and the just confidence which it inspires...” 

This letter was meant to praise the wisdom of sending Monroe 
to Paris. Yet, without waiting for Monroe to reach Paris, although he 
had already landed in France, Talleyrand would invite Livingston to 
his office on April 11. And there he would offer a whole new idea to 
the startled American minister. For the first time, the thought of 


Waiting for Monroe © 163 


America’s buying Louisiana was broached, although Talleyrand pre- 
tended to have said it as his own random notion. 

In fact, as Talleyrand very well knew, a great many things had hap- 
pened, all converging to an imminent moment of decision. On April 
10, Easter Sunday, Napoleon had been meeting at Saint Cloud with 
two ministers who had opposing views on whether he should hold on 
to or sell Louisiana. Marbois was urging him to let Louisiana go to the 
Americans, who “could conquer it easily anyway.” Admiral Dénis 
Décrés, a distinguished and outspoken naval man, was telling the 
leader that without colonies, France would soon have no navy and 
would become a minor power. The former minister of marine gave 
reasoning that now appears truly inspired. According to the memoirs 
of Marbois, Décrés first explained why the combination of colonies 


and a powerful navy was necessary to France’s security and greatness. 


Then he added: 


Louisiana can indemnify us for all our losses. There does 
not exist on the globe a single port susceptible of becom- 
ing as important as New Orleans....The navigation 
around the Cape of Good Hope to the Indies has 
changed the course of trade from Europe. What will be 
its direction if at the isthmus of Panama a simple canal 
should be opened to connect the one ocean with the 
other? Louisiana will be on this new route, and it will 
then be acknowledged that this possession is of ines- 


timable value. 


The First Consul may well have seen the merit of this reasoning, 
but he seemed determined to make the sale—partly for his stated 
reason of keeping Louisiana out of England’s reach, but also as a way 


of getting the cash he needed to make war. Talleyrand would have 
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liked to see the opposite decision, for he considered peace better for 
the country, and it could also mean another big payday for him per- 
sonally. Lord Whitworth, the British Ambassador, had offered Tal- 
leyrand and Joseph Bonaparte, the First Consul’s brother, 100,000 
pounds—and perhaps double that sum—if they could convince 
Napoleon to let them keep the island of Malta without going to war. 
In that case he would not have been inclined to sell Louisiana. 
Napoleon kept the two advisers at Saint Cloud overnight, with the 
future of the United States hanging on the First Consul’s decision. 
In fact, as Marbois later wrote, he felt that the decision was 
already made. That was probably because he had always known that 
Louisiana could not prosper as a French colony unless France also 
controlled a prosperous Saint Domingue. And that island was proy- 
ing to be Napoleon’s worst disaster to date. The First Consul, even 
knowing all the uncertainties of the Caribbean and especially the 
diseases that wiped out far more troops than any human enemy, had 
continued to cling to the thought of a new dominion if he could 
maintain control of wonderfully lush Saint Domingue. But even the 
twenty-five thousand fresh troops he had sent there under General 
Rochambeau after the Leclerc debacle, as Marbois knew, were cling- 
ing to only a few towns on a shattered island that was clearly headed 


toward black independence. 


On Monday morning, April 11, at dawn, Napoleon told Mar- 
bois, “I renounce Louisiana. It is not only New Orleans that I mean 
to cede; it is the whole colony, reserving none of it.” Among other 
things, the First Consul had read London newspapers of April 7, 
reporting that the U.S. Senate had voted to build fifteen gunboats to 
patrol the Mississippi River. This information followed the Ross 
resolution calling for fifty thousand troops and Senator Samuel 


Smith’s remark that he considered the country on the eve of a war. 
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No one on the European side of the Atlantic could have known 
yet that on April 8, Jefferson had actually called the long-awaited 
cabinet meeting to consider the conditions of an alliance with Eng- 
land if one should prove necessary. By a vote of three to two, the 
cabinet agreed that the United States might bind itself to a mutual 
pledge of no separate peace. So Jefferson’s threat to “marry the 
British nation and fleet” had not been entirely hollow, although he 
did delay this meeting until a deal making it unnecessary seemed 
near. (In fact, word came on the very next day, April 9, that Spain 
had ordered the American “right of deposit” to be restored in New 
Orleans. This meant that American goods could again be safely 
stored at reasonable cost while awaiting shipment to the outside 
world—a big blow to those who were promoting war.) And even 
now, the cabinet that pretended to be ready for an alliance with 
England still voted unanimously against allowing the British “part- 
ner” to take Louisiana. Acquisition of that special property was to 
be reserved exclusively for Americans. Even so, the cabinet deci- 
sion, added to the several congressional actions under way, made it 
clear that Napoleon’s readiness to sell what was virtually lost was 
the only sane course. The executive and legislative branches of the 
government in Washington have seldom worked so effectively 
together. 

Marbois himself later said in his memoirs that he and Napoleon 
were alone when the First Consul told him that he was to negotiate 
the sale without telling anyone except Talleyrand. Napoleon had 
sketched a draft treaty calling for one hundred million francs (a lit- 
tle less than twenty million dollars), plus an American assumption 
of war claims. Marbois told him that was more than the Americans 
could possibly raise, whereupon Napoleon said, “Make it fifty mil- 
lion then (about nine and one-third million dollars) but nothing 


less. I must get real money for the war with England.” 
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Another version of this moment of decision was said to have 
occurred when Talleyrand was in the room and Napoleon turned to 
Marbois and said, “You are the treasury minister. You sell it to 
them.” The piqued foreign minister, seeing himself left out of it, 
supposedly said not a word. This version was preferred by the 
Parisian gossips because it would make room for a popular witti- 
cism, rather typical of Talleyrand, in which he later derided 
Napoleon’s drastic price change by saying, “That was the fastest 


decline in property values in the history of the world.” 


Gaps Eleven, 


AGONIZING 
MOMENTS 


n that same Easter Sunday night in 1803 when Napoleon was 
One with two ministers while already quite resolved on 
what he wanted to do, Robert Livingston—conflicted and out- 
raged—-sat at his desk to write a brief letter. He had just learned that 
Monroe had arrived in Le Havre. It was not unexpected news, but 
it was soul-searing. 

The future had arrived, and Livingston’s memory bank broke 
open. The thoughts that spilled out onto the pages of complaining 
letters to presumably sympathetic friends and even to the notably 
unsympathetic James Madison form a complete dossier of dissatis- 
faction. He even told his sorrows to an embassy employee, who 
passed the words along to Monroe. After more than two years as 
American minister in Paris, groaned Livingston, tilting with the 
well-lubricated windmills of French bureaucracy, probing the minds 
of such dissimilar types as Talleyrand and Marbois, trying occasion- 
ally to see Napoleon Bonaparte himself and having to show grati- 


tude for the favor; after Livingston had suffered all that and more, 
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President Jefferson’s friend and protégé, Mr. James Monroe, was 
within hours of arriving in Paris as Livingston’s superior. 

The president’s letter had not been worded so starkly. Nobody could 
deny that Jefferson had one of the age’s smoothest pens. Monroe was 
coming to help him—as a “special envoy” who was to be called extra- 
ordinary and plenipotentiary—an emissary who had been specially 
briefed to act with the authority of his chief of state. But then Monroe 
was a Virginian, and a close friend of Jefferson and Secretary of State 
James Madison to boot. His old Virginia mentors had total faith in his 
honesty and judgment, even after Monroe’s indiscretions seven years 
earlier had caused his recall from this same post as minister to Paris. His 
lavish praise of the French Revolution, his friendships with new gov- 
ernment leaders who were only months removed from the taint of the 
guillotine era, had been an embarrassment to the U.S. just a few years 
earlier. Yet this man fifteen years his junior was coming back to Paris as 
a senior in rank. How must that make Livingston look to the French? 
And how, he wondered at this moment, could states as different as New 
York and Virginia, or any other state and Virginia, for that matter, hope 
for a fair future in such an unequal union? 

Livingston had said virtually as much in previous notes to 
friends and would do so again. On this night, he pushed himself 
away from those time-wasting thoughts, for a letter had to be com- 
posed promptly because a man was waiting to take it to Le Havre: a 
careful, friendly letter of welcome. It would not do to show pique, 
for Monroe would surely report to Secretary Madison on the kind of 
reception he found in Paris. Despite that reminder to himself, the 
little letter he penned was not the smooth prose of an elegantly 


reared New Yorker. Abrupt and disconnected, it read: 


I congratulate you on your safe arrival. We have long and 


anxiously waited for you. God grant that your mission 
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may answer your and the public expectation. War may 
do something for us; nothing else would. I have paved 
the way for you, and if you could add to my memoirs an 
assurance that we were now in possession of New 
Orleans, we should do well; but I detain Mr. Bentalou 
[an embassy messenger], who is impatient to fly to the 
arms of his wife. I have apprised the minister of your 
arrival, and told him you would be here on Tuesday or 
Wednesday. 


Like everything he was doing in these hideous days, the few 
words betrayed Livingston’s agitation. They ended abruptly on the 
flimsy pretext that the waiting messenger was his concern, and pro- 
claimed a mind that was dangerously lost to careful judgment. The 
fourth sentence, “War may do something for us; nothing else 
would,” was an unprofessional remark that would come back to 
haunt him within months. 

The next day was both better and worse. As if designed by fate 
to create the greatest anguish for Livingston, Talleyrand invited him 
to his office on April 11 and exploded the bombshell. It happened 
in the middle of an apparently casual talk that Talleyrand, obviously 
pressing to introduce the subject, asked, “Would you Americans 
wish to have the whole of Louisiana?” The whole of Louisiana? No 
American mind had seriously thought in such a dimension. The 
conversation can be heard verbatim in Livingston’s own words from 
a letter he wrote to Madison later that day. 

“No, our wishes extend only to New Orleans and the Floridas,” 
Livingston managed to respond, while attempting to catch his breath, 
“although, as I showed in a note which was sent to you, the policy of 
France should dictate giving us the country above the river Arkansas, 


in order to place a barrier between yourselves and Canada.” 
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“But if we gave New Orleans, the rest would be of little value,” 
Talleyrand countered. “I should like to know what you would give 
for the whole.” 

Livingston, saying he had not thought about the subject, said he 
supposed that it might be about twenty million francs, or a little less 
than four million dollars. Talleyrand said that was too low an offer, 
asked him to think about it, and then ended by saying that he did 
not speak from authority. “The idea merely struck me,” he had said. 
It was not unusual for Talleyrand to introduce a subject, then with- 
draw it in this way, but it seems a rather surprising habit for anyone 
of such experience and sophistication. He must have realized that 
others did not at all believe that the idea “merely struck him.” That 
was just why he did it—to show that he had this new interest, but 
then to make it “off the record.” In fact, Talleyrand was risking the 
First Consul’s wrath by trying to inject himself into a deal that 
Napoleon had clearly assigned to his colleague, Marbois. That he 
was willing to take this chance could well indicate that the brilliant 
foreign minister had arrived at one of the numerous moments when 
he so disapproved of Napoleon’s course that he sensed disaster ahead 
and was willing to risk his position as foreign minister. 

Whether consciously or not, Livingston quickly proceeded to 
employ a similar technique of slipping into a deal without authori- 
zation, for he thought he might gain credit for having brought about 
this great historic coup without the risk of actually signing anything. 
Clearly, he could not conclude a transaction, for he had no author- 
ity and had never been given the estimated figures he asked for. But 
if he had Talleyrand’s word that he had offered the whole of 
Louisiana to Robert Livingston, he thought, it would be hard for 
anyone to deny that he was the hero of the whole affair. 

With very bad judgment, because there was not the slightest 
chance that Talleyrand would write such a note, he begged the 
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French foreign minister in writing on the very next day for “Some- 
thing in the form of a note or letter on your part, couched in gen- 
erous terms. You could express the friendship of the First Consul for 
the United States, his desire to give them striking indication of it in 
ceding the whole of Louisiana to them....We could work to mature 
the treaty even before the formal reception of Mr. Monroe....” He 
had put his whole self-absorbed motive on paper for Talleyrand to 
see and doubtless smile over. And then, in the same style as his recip- 


ient, he added, “Please, Sir, regard this as unofficial.” 


It was Livingston’s great misfortune that these new vistas of pos- 
sibilities that made his heart pound were opening up at a moment 
that was otherwise so bleak. The curious mixture sapped his judg- 
ment and drove him to the brink of recklessness. Livingston found 
himself with the exciting, yet terrifying notion that he might be on 
the verge of some great event that he had no authority to consum- 
mate. Along with a barely suppressed panic, there was fury. Those 
two men in Washington had left him here in Paris—two full months 
away from any possible exchange of correspondence—with no idea 
of what price he was authorized to pay for each of the various deals 
that might suddenly be suggested. Time and again, he had asked— 
almost begged—Madison to tell him a range of possibilities. Now he 
was enraged at that man’s cruel silence. Had he been intentionally 
left to fail in the face of some historic opportunity, or left to be the 
sacrificial lamb who would risk making a bargain that might be 
scorned by the Congress and disowned by the president? How could 
he have fixed a price without the deliberations of many expert 
minds? What coals might be heaped on a New Yorker who dared 
even to begin negotiating on such a new concept? So he would be 
left again as the man who had been silent until others made the great 


decisions. Now Monroe would soon arrive—with the power and the 
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knowledge that whatever he did would be supported by the power- 
ful men at home. 

The churning in his head made it almost impossible to think 
clearly. In the back of this mind was the one subject far removed 
from Louisiana that could bring a smile to his lips—the thought of 
returning home in the fall of 1803 to make a run for the U.S. vice 
presidency. His friend James Swan, a very active foreign trader and 
speculator who had major cash claims against France, was still talk- 
ing of being his campaign manager, backed by a group of other 
claimants who would all show their gratitude to Livingston if he suc- 
ceeding in getting France to pay their claims. Now Livingston had 
good reports on that subject, and in his haste to keep his supporters 
happy he had let Swan know about his hopes that the claims might 
soon be approved. He knew he might be criticized for letting this 
information be known, for the subject was not yet decided and 
should have remained a government secret. 

At the same time, Livingston had been sending Madison an 
exhausting number of proofs about his great many talks with the 
highest French authorities as well as near breakthroughs on 
Louisiana. As before, the secretary of state seemed to take little 
notice. For weeks, Madison had busied himself with updates on 
Monroe’s preparations for the trip to Paris. He had blandly written 
that he was expediting Monroe’s departure, as if Livingston was sup- 
posed to be pleased about that. It was good that Madison had spared 
him the full details of his friendship with the Monroes. He and Mrs. 
Madison were buying for cash some of Monroe’s solid silver table- 
ware and Sevres porcelain plates, knowing that he could replace 
these splendid items for a much lower price in Paris, as one of sev- 
eral ways of augmenting the skimpy Monroe finances. Madison was 
also trying to raise Monroe’s spirits by writing to him of his confi- 


dence that war between England and France was now nearly certain, 
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making him sure that Monroe would soon be able to “turn their fol- 


lies...to our just interests.” 


It is not certain whether Talleyrand had already learned from 
Marbois that Napoleon’s decision had been made or whether he had 
only sensed from his presence of the day before that Napoleon was 
about ready to authorize an outright sale of Louisiana. He had been 
in the room the night before and heard Napoleon talking about a pos- 
sible sale. Napoleon had seemed less decisive than usual, but that may 
have been a ruse to prevent Talleyrand from injecting himself into the 
deal. Talleyrand’s rush to be ahead of Marbois in mentioning it to Liv- 
ingston could have been a last-minute effort to make the Americans 
feel indebted to him or, more likely, an attempt to muddy the waters 
in hopes that confusion might ruin the deal and therefore keep alive 
his hopes of enrichment from the British bribe he had been offered. 
That would have been a typical Talleyrand coup, a moneymaker for 
him and also a great benefit to France, for he always believed 
Napoleon should have been making peace, not war, with England. 

Whatever the foreign minister's motivation, Monroe reached 
Paris to learn from Livingston that a whole new situation—on 
which he had no instructions—would be the true nature of his mis- 
sion. Fate had at least seen to it that Monroe—after all the briefings 
from Jefferson and Madison—would be forced to stand on the same 
numbing ground as his less-favored colleague. How differently two 
persons can react to a similar challenge was soon made clear. As they 
sat in the small study of their Paris legation, Livingston—feeling 
somehow relieved now that the responsibility could be shared—said 
he was “in favor of making a push to buy the whole territory.” He 
repeated this idea more than once to Monroe, stressing that any part 
the Congress did not wish to keep could be sold for a profit to some 
other power that would pose no threat to the United States. 
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Monroe did not even dignify that comment with a response. Noth- 
ing could have been less acceptable to the man whose Monroe Doc- 
trine twenty years hence would forbid other powers from intruding 
on any part of “our” hemisphere. Monroe had decided almost at 
once that a purchase would be far preferable to any makeshift plan 
for the protection of New Orleans, and he thought they should all 
have realized that Napoleon was in a situation that made an outright 
sale his best way out. 

Livingston even wrote in an uncharacteristically breezy way to 
Madison now, “It is so very important that you should be apprized 
that a negotiation is actually opened, even before Mr. Monroe has 
been presented....The field opened to us is infinitely larger than our 
instructions contemplated....We shall do all we can to cheapen the 
purchase; but my present sentiment is that we shall buy.” As for the 
price, he repeated grandly what he had told Monroe: if the Congress 
didn’t want to keep the investment, “I persuade myself that the 
whole sum might be raised by the sale of the territory west of the 
Mississippi to some Power in Europe.” 

From his talks with Madison, Monroe had become convinced 
that Napoleon’s thought of a new empire in America was a mere 
dream—the First Consul should have realized that British naval 
superiority would always block his distant adventures. It was those 
same British, who might break him in Europe, that he must deal 
with. To do that, the First Consul needed cash and he needed to dis- 
tract the English with other worries of their own. 

The two Americans sat and talked for an hour about what price 
they might offer for the great prize. Livingston continued to be very 
expansive, while Monroe was noncommittal. He had an offering 
price in mind, but he wasn’t yet ready to reveal it out loud. 

Having had Napoleon's order to rush the negotiation even in 


advance of Monroe’s arrival, it is not clear why Marbois took two 
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days to reach Livingston. But there had apparently been no such 
approach until late on the night of April 13. Perhaps he had made 
efforts to contact Livingston and found that he was engaged in other 
activities. That could account for Marbois’s apparently odd behavior 
on the 13th, creating a moment reminiscent of a Feydeau farce and 
one of the more humorous scenarios in diplomatic history. 

The two American envoys, joined by two other Americans, Ful- 
war Skipwith, the U.S. consul general in Paris, and a Colonel James 
Mercer, who was going to serve as Monroe’s secretary without pay, 
were having their first dinner together. They were just enjoying a 
final course when it was noticed that someone in the garden was 
peering in through one of the dining-room windows. 

One of the guests said, “Doesn’t that look like Barbé-Marbois 
out there?” 

Livingston, incredulous, turned to see, then said excitedly, “It is. 
It is!” He seemed to hesitate between calling a servant or going to 
the window himself. At last, he rose. The Frenchman must have had 
to call on all his years of diplomatic experience to maintain his self- 
possession on having been spotted, but he came inside, made a brief 
excuse of having found himself in the area and deciding to look in, 
without even trying to explain why he had not gone to the door 
instead of a garden window. He was asked to join the party, and had 
a bit of cognac with the group, most of whom he already knew. But 
before leaving, he managed to get his real business accomplished: he 
quietly asked Livingston to come to his office after the dinner party 
ended to continue their talk about Louisiana. 

It was a delicate touch on Marbois’s part to ask Livingston with- 
out involving Monroe. There was a formal correctness to it, since 
Monroe had not yet been received, but it was also a great personal 
courtesy to Livingston. In this situation, a French official might 


have been expected to make the newly arrived Monroe, the person 
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of the moment, his first concern. Instead, he showed more regard for 
his longer-standing relationship with Livingston. Clearly, the empa- 
thy between these two flowed in both directions. 

When Marbois had heard that Monroe was on his way to France, 
he obviously must have imagined the hard sentiments that Liv- 
ingston felt at seeing what might be taken as a no-confidence vote 
on the part of his superiors. What’s more, Marbois felt that the First 
Consul was approaching a decision to sell Louisiana, and he hoped 
this would not be delayed until the new envoy came and robbed Liv- 
ingston of the credit. Now, with Monroe on hand, the personal visit 
was as if Marbois were saying to Livingston, You and I know each 
other, and Im not dropping you in favor of this new arrival. After I give 
you the facts, you can decide how to handle it. 

Livingston, pleased, told Monroe of Marbois’s request, and said 
that he was going to make the visit. But he was surprised when Mon- 
roe questioned the propriety of doing so, pointing out that the 
instructions from Washington had stipulated that they would do 
everything together as partners. Livingston firmly insisted that such 
a thing would apply only after Monroe had been received by the 
government. 

As Monroe told Madison months later, “I hesitated on the idea 
of Livingston’s going to see Marbois alone. I intimated delicately 
that this might be showing too much zeal—that a little reserve 
might have a better effect. He only talked of the government’s rig- 
orous etiquette, the impropriety of my going with him. I stopped 
trying to change his plan, but I reminded him that he had not even 
read the instructions I had brought for him. In short, I said, if you 
must go, go to hear and not to speak.” 

Livingston went alone to the treasury minister's office and stayed 
until about midnight—to be told that “the whole country of 


Louisiana” was offered to the United States for one hundred million 
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francs (slightly less than twenty million dollars). Livingston correctly 
took that to be a bargaining offer, and he frankly called it exorbitant. 
Marbois delicately said that he would not deny the truth of this obser- 
vation, but he urged Livingston to think hard and make the very best 
possible counteroffer as quickly as he could, because the First Consul 
might not leave this opportunity on the table for long. 

Livingston is usually accused of behaving in a devious way with 
Monroe on this occasion because he stayed up until three o’clock in 
the morning writing a dispatch to Secretary Madison with the latest 
news of the offer. It has often been made to appear that he went to 
see Marbois without telling Monroe and that he wrote to Madison 
as if this were none of Monroe’s business. This was not at all the 
case. He had not hidden from Monroe the fact that he was going to 
see Marbois, and he did not hide from Madison that he was writing 
him before telling all these facts to Monroe. 

Perhaps a little untruthfully, he told Madison, “I think it necessary 
to write this while the impressions are strong upon my mind, and also 
as I fear I shall not have time to copy and send this letter if I defer it 
until morning.” His actions were largely in the open, although it might 
be said that he could have waited until morning and discussed Mar- 
bois’s offer with Monroe before writing to Madison. But the accusa- 
tions of pettiness usually lodged against Livingston are themselves 
rather petty. Yes, he was trying to make the point now that this was his 
deal. He had first heard of it from the French foreign minister, then 
received the price information from the treasury minister, and now he 
was relaying the idea and asking for instructions from home—but 
none of it was written as if Monroe did not exist. He made it plain that 
the very next step would be to take the subject up with Monroe. And 
he included his comment that he thought the deal was wise, repeating 
his infelicitous suggestion that the cost could be recovered by selling 


part of the property to some other European power. 
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Livingston did, however, compound all the stylistic mistakes he 
habitually made in writing to Madison in this letter, dated “April 13, 
1803 midnight”: there were five very long pages, filled with para- 
graphs of dialogue on what Marbois had said to him about their 
friendship, what he himself had said about America’s hopes for peace 
with France, and how cleverly he was reminding the French that by 
pushing for a price that America could not pay, they might 
“strengthen the hands of America’s war party, which was restrained 
only by the prudence of President Jefferson.” As latter-day readers, 
we might find it delightful of Livingston to have added that Mar- 
bois, in return, explained his own problems in dealing with 
Napoleon, “trying to promote a better price while dealing with...the 
temper of a young conqueror; everything is rapid as lightning; we 
have only to speak to him in a crowd. When I am alone with him, I 
can speak more freely, and he attends, but this...is always acciden- 
tal.” Interesting for the historian, but these were just irritating com- 
ments to Madison. 

Unfortunately for Livingston’s place in history, events moved too 
swiftly to favor his apparent hope of seeing himself acknowledged as 
the principal deal maker. He may have thought the final negotia- 
tions would continue until he had a reply from Washington that 
would strengthen his position. But such a reply would have taken a 
minimum of seven or eight weeks. And why should Livingston have 
expected a personal reply at all? Based on past performance, Madi- 


son would have addressed any reply to the pair of them, at best. 


Qhyter Lives 


THE 
TREMULOUS PAUSE 


e were all resting on our oars” was Robert Livingston's 

description of the floating state in which all the participants 
found themselves in mid April 1803, as the moment of possible 
decision seemed in sight. But it was an uneasy rest, for success was 
by no means a sure thing. Not only was the question of price still a 
major obstacle, there was even said to be a basic uncertainty as to 
whether France had the right to sell the property that was under dis- 
cussion. But calling it an uncertainty was a euphemism to mask a 
truth that all the parties wanted to ignore. There was, without any 
doubt, a major impediment that stood in the way of France’s right 
to sell the Territory. 

Spain, in the Treaty of San Ildefonso, had given Louisiana back to 
France with the firm proviso that the French were not to dispose of it 
except by returning it to Spain. So in the technical sense, there was 
not really anything for the French and American negotiators to 
discuss. The only reason to continue the negotiation was that an eager 


seller and buyer do sometimes agree to trade a piece of property even 
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if the title is encumbered. France needed the money; the Americans 
suddenly longed for the land. Both were willing to dispute or ignore 
the protests that Spain might mount. And the impropriety was just 
one more worrisome technicality they hoped the Congress would 
overlook if and when the time came for it to ratify a treaty. 

Equally astonishing was the fact that America was considering the 
purchase of a property that had no precisely defined extent or bound- 
aries. The two Floridas may or may not have been included. The west- 
ern part of the Territory was simply terra incognita. Marbois is said to 
have once told Napoleon that those boundaries were rather obscure, 
causing the First Consul to smile mischievously and say, “If an obscu- 
rity did not already exist, it would perhaps be a good policy to put one 
there.” In other words, the less definite the description, the more lib- 
erties one can take in claiming a very expansive area. 

When Livingston asked Talleyrand, who was far more nuanced 
than Marbois, what the eastern boundary was, he settled it easily by 
saying, “You must take it as we received it.” 

Livingston pressed on. “But what did you mean to take from 
Spain?” 

Talleyrand shrugged, “I do not know.” 

Livingston saw from Talleyrand’s arch look that he was trying to 
convey something with that unbelievable statement. “You mean,” he 
asked, “that we should construe it in our own way?” 

“I can give you no direction,” Talleyrand replied. “You have 
made a noble bargain for yourselves, and I suppose you will make 


the most of it.” 

With all the uncertainties, then, why were the principal players 
not actually negotiating? Why were they not holding active discus- 
sions from morning until night? Partly there was the usual necessity 


for each side in a bargaining contest to hide its keen anxiety for a 
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decision. To seem anxious might give the other side the advantage. 
Partly, too, there was the very deliberate pace at which most things 
were done because even the simplest message required a handwrit- 
ten letter, and no letter from a diplomatic person could go out with- 
out a handwritten copy for the embassy’s file and another copy to be 
sent to the mother country—to the State Department in the case of 
American letters. The original could not go out until at least one 
extra copy had been made, for there was no other way to ensure that 
each subsequent copy would be identical. So the principal players 
were forced to sit and wait for this to be done—or often to do the 
writing themselves. 

But the days were not as empty or wasted as they seemed. It is 
known that Monroe and Livingston—in their different ways—were 
pondering the choices before them with growing intensity. A deci- 
sion that had suddenly been expanded to involve the size, shape, 
productive power, and trading strength of a country—its whole 
future course as a nation—called for more thought than two men 
alone felt able to give it. Each time they came to what seemed a 
stopping point, where every detail appeared to have been covered, 
one or the other of them gave a start and brought a fresh question. 
A lesser version of this must have been going on among the French, 
and Marbois’ Histoire gives some idea of it; but in their case, the ten- 
dency to think on their own was limited by the knowledge that the 
First Consul, wherever he might be, was considering the same ideas, 
making their thoughts of little account, for, at any moment, he 
might come forth with an overriding announcement. 

Meanwhile, a litany of points being considered in Washington 
was dramatized in the form of a letter from the secretary of state to 
Messrs. Livingston and Monroe—one written without any certainty 


that Monroe had even arrived safely in Paris and certainly not knowing 
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in what state their negotiation stood. Conducting international 
affairs was an onerous process. It might take two to three months to 
reach another interested party and receive a response, which meant 
that many hours of thought and writing had to be expended on sub- 
jects that may have long since been settled or that might well be set- 
tled before this day’s letter would reach its intended reader. 

An outstanding example of this problem can be seen in corre- 
spondence written by Madison on April 18, 1803, showing how 
something like a modern computer programmer's successive possible 
choices had to be devised to guide the recipient when alternate 
instructions were given. This moment deserves attention because 
few official letters have ever given such an insight into the manage- 
ment of foreign policy two hundred years ago, and also because the 
need to be critical of this great man in some earlier pages makes it 
important to recognize what Madison at his best was capable of. 

The scenario is this: a month had gone by since Monroe’s depar- 
ture. To Madison in Washington, Paris might have been as remote as 
a star whose light takes months to reach Earth. He could only work 
on an assumption—that Monroe and his family had arrived in Paris 
and that the two ministers had had talks with the French, clarifying 
that country’s position. 

Madison, therefore, began by telling Monroe and Livingston 
that in case they had made a deal with France, or if they had at least 
a clear picture that the French government meant to respect Ameri- 
can rights, then they must tell the British promptly that they have 
done nothing that jeopardizes the good understanding between 
Britain and the United States. 

If, on the other hand, the French seem to be thinking about hos- 
tilities, or to have formed projects that will force the U.S. to resort 
to hostilities, said Madison, Livingston and Madison must naturally 


be careful to word their communications in such a way that they 
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would not be precipitating France into hostile operations; on the 
other hand, to keep Britain thinking that the U.S. would be the one 
to decide on war or peace, and that America’s choice of war would 
depend on Britain’s participation in it. 

He went on to say that if war were to be the result, it would be 
best to delay the start of it until this result was known for sure, so that 
the legislative and other provisions could be made. He also reminded 
them that Britain should not learn of the certainty of war, for it might 
take advantage of America’s exposed position to make her accept dis- 
agreeable terms before Britain would agree to enter the war. 

In exchanging ideas with the British, Monroe and Livingston 
were told to do it through the British minister in Paris, rather than 
either one of them going to London, for that might rouse the 
French to act and also make the British more smug in their attitude 
towards the United States. 

Madison confessed his inability to give precise instructions, 
since he could not foresee what price the British might exact for 
their cooperation. If they insisted on a stipulation that neither party 
would make peace or truce without the consent of the other, he 
would consider it a reasonable condition. But he asked the two 
envoys to try to learn what Britain’s objectives were, so that when 
the war had achieved American objectives, the United States would 
know what its British partner would require before agreeing that it 
was time to stop fighting. “It is only fair to ask this of them,” he 
said, “since the U.S. objectives are so fair and so well known.” 

Madison foresaw, however, that the British would also require a 
stipulation of commercial advantages along the Mississippi— 
beyond those in the existing treaties. He authorized Monroe and 
Livingston to answer at once that Britain would enjoy free trade 
with all the ports to be acquired by the U.S., on the terms allowed 


to the most favored nations in U.S. ports. If pressed, they could even 
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agree that in the ports to be acquired within the Mississippi, British 
subjects would be on the same footing as American citizens for 
about ten years. But the U.S. was not to be required to exclude the 
trade of any particular nation. 

In case Britain asked for a mutual guarantee of existing posses- 
sions or of conquests to be made, the answer was to be no, for the 
United States did not want to be entangled in that other nation’s 
wars with other powers. 

Madison looked next at Britain’s obvious anxiety to extend her 
domain to the Mississippi, beyond the western limits of the U.S., 
and to the northwest coast of America. He feared the likelihood that 
England would see a war as an opportunity to acquire the country 
west of the Mississippi, which was understood to have been ceded by 
Spain to France. He referred to these as evils that would be extremely 
displeasing to America’s western citizens, and warned that their bear- 
ing on South America would arouse the jealousies of France and 
Spain and prolong the very war that was under discussion. So he 
instructed the two men to resist this demand “as altogether repug- 
nant to the sentiments and policy of the United States.” But he 
thought it might ease Britain’s disappointment to agree that France 
would not be allowed to keep any part of the territory either. 

Madison reminded the envoys that the minute war might arise, 
they must not fail to give confidential notice to U.S. ministers and 
consuls and to its naval commanders in the Mediterranean, and per- 
haps also to the collectors in the principal ports of the U.S. 

The secretary of state enclosed a separate letter, authorizing the 
two to enter into such communications and meetings with the 
British minister as France’s conduct might require. While hoping 
that France would not make this necessary, he said the president 
relied on their on-the-spot information and their best discretion to 


open communications with the British government and to shape the 
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degree of understanding to the likelihood that war with France was 
indeed approaching. “But note this,” he said. “If France should seem 
about to deny to the U.S. the free navigation of the Mississippi, you 
can consult with Great Britain as if war is inevitable.” 

If the navigation were not disputed, and only the right of 
deposit were denied, Madison deemed it wise to limit these consul- 
tations, having in mind the possibility that Congress would not con- 
sider this grounds for an instant resort to arms. 

Here follows a whole new scenario: up to this point, Madison’s 
instructions were based on the assumption that Britain and France 
were at peace. If war between them should have commenced, how- 
ever, or if its approach seemed certain, he foresaw that France would 
be more apt to concur in friendly negotiations with the U.S. and 
Britain more desirous of engaging the U.S. on her side. So he 
reminded the envoys to profit from this by not having to consult 
with the British, or if it would be necessary to do so in order to make 
arrangements connected with the war, let the arrangements not be 
entangling. 

Thus Madison’s letter concluded. Although the length of the letter 
makes it seem so unlike most of Madison’s communications, this four- 
page correspondence is actually as crisp as the rest, for in the fewest pos- 
sible words, it gives firm instructions on how to handle at least 
twenty-two separate occurrences or nonoccurrences. Whatever may be 
thought of a secretary of state who unaccountably left unanswered so 
many inquiries from his diplomat in a critical foreign post, it has to be 
said that when he wrote on a subject of the highest importance, he pro- 
duced a masterpiece of order and logic. 

Meanwhile, the two ministers in Paris were sending the secretary 
of state much less edifying letters, although the disputes about their 


Louisiana agreement would make their words echo into the future. 
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On April 15, 1803, Monroe wrote in confidence to Madison, 
offering critical comments about Livingston that he did not wish to 
put into an official letter, but his words are nonetheless known. Mon- 
roe told how an American embassy employee, Consul General Fulwar 
Skipwith, had revealed to him how mortified Livingston had been 
when Monroe was assigned to Paris. Livingston said that having a new 
man come had jeopardized a good result that might have been easily 
obtained. In other words, that the coming of Monroe had disturbed a 
transaction that he was about to conclude. Monroe also told about the 
dinner party, at which Marbois had been seen in the garden and then 
come in to quietly arrange for Livingston to “come to his house” later 
that night. (This is incorrect, implying a more personal involvement. 
Marbois asked Livingston to come to his office.) “All this attention to 
my colleague, etc., may be an intrigue on the part of Marbois,” wrote 
Monroe. But this point about Livingston’s closeness to Marbois had 
never been hidden. Livingston had boasted of it. 

Historians have almost unanimously tended to be pro-Monroe 
and anti-Livingston in this dispute, due to the latter’s behavior after 
negotiations were concluded. However, it should be noted that Liv- 
ingston had endured considerable ill treatment from the administra- 
tion. And in this letter, we see that despite his sterling character, 
even Monroe is capable of grumbling and carrying tales to his 
patron. In fact, his complaining tone is not so different from 
Livingston's. 

More important, Livingston’s claim to have had a deal almost in 
hand is very close to the truth (although it was based more on 
Napoleon’s growing desire to sell, rather than Livingston's persua- 
siveness). Those who deny that there had been anything close to a 
deal point out that there had not been a final, firm agreement on a 
price. But it should be acknowledged that the French and Livingston 


had moved a very long way toward a likely arrangement, despite 
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Livingston's great disadvantage in having been denied the directions 
for which he had pleaded. And although there is a real question of 
whether Livingston’s tentative personality would have enabled him 
to make a deal on his own, no one would deny that his hard work 
over the two previous years had a great deal to do with making Mon- 
roe’s task easier. 

On April 17, another very personal letter was on its way to 
Madison. This letter was a rather free-swinging complaint of Liv- 
ingston’s, clearly written in an angry state since the language is less 


diplomatic than his normal style, in which he says bluntly: 


There are two circumstances with which I am not quite 
satisfied; one, indeed, of very little moment because it 
only respects me personally; and the other very impor- 
tant as it may defeat all that we may do, even at the 
moment of signing. The first is that I have not the same 
rank in the commission with Mr. Monroe. It is impor- 
tant that I should be thought to stand as well with our 
Government as any other person.... The second thing is 
that the commission has power only to treat for lands on 
the east side of the Mississippi. [At this point in the let- 
ter, he actually lectures Madison on what should be 
proper behavior for a secretary of state.] It is absolutely 
necessary, my dear Sir, to repose confidence in ministers 
who are placed so far from the seat of government. You 
will recollect that I have been absolutely without powers 
to the present moment; and though I have hazarded 
many things upon a presumption that I should have 
them, none have been received till now, and they are 


unfortunately too limited. 
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A few paragraphs later, Livingston was in an even more aggres- 


sive mode: 


I am sorry you have not thought it proper to attend to my 
request as to the Italian Republic. It has, I believe, been 
acknowledged by all the Powers of Europe except Great 
Britain. [Apparently, Livingston had asked for permission 
to recognize or congratulate the newly inaugurated Italian 
Republic, and no answer had been given.] Compliments 
that cost nothing should, I think, always be paid, where 
you have points to carry. Be so obliging, in answering my 
letters, as to notice any project I throw out; because it is not 
enough to have them passed over in silence, as that leaves 
me in doubt; whereas the approbation or rejection of them 
would inform me of your sentiments, and enable me to act 


accordingly. 


The touchy matter of “not having the same rank as Monroe” to 
which Livingston refers was an overblown issue then, and has been 
in subsequent accounts. They were both known as “envoy plenipo- 
tentiary,” meaning that they had full power to sign for their chief of 
state, and that was obviously a major distinction. But Livingston 
seemed to feel that the additional word “extraordinary” in Monroe’s 
title elevated him higher. Some of the French officials seem to have 
thought so, too, and a few dictionaries have defined “extraordinary 
and plenipotentiary” as the highest designation given to an ambas- 
sador. But many at that time took the extra word to mean only that 
Monroe had come for a special mission and purpose, as compared 
with the envoy who had all the ordinary duties. In any case, it will 
be noted that both men would become signers of the treaty, both 


taking an equal part in setting up promises and obligations on the 
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part of their president. In this, as in other cases, Livingston raised 
unnecessary questions about his own status. 

There is nothing to show whether Madison responded to this 
letter. It must have made him angry, but since his usual treatment of 
Livingston was to ignore his communications, there is no reason to 


think this brought the minister any better result. 


One undocumented but believable event that is said to have 
occurred during this time was a mysterious morning visit paid to 
Monroe. A gentleman who said he had been sent by “a confidential 
friend” represented two separate British banking firms, Hope and 
Baring. He made it clear that London banks knew a great deal about 
Monroe’s mission, expected to see a positive result, and knew that he 
would have to borrow a large sum. The British knew, of course, that 
Napoleon would then use these proceeds to make war on them. But 
they preferred, at least, to benefit from the interest earnings, since 
they knew that otherwise, the Americans would get what they 
needed from Dutch bankers—which they eventually did. The con- 
fidential friend would seem very likely to have been Pierre Samuel 
du Pont, for he knew a great deal about the state of the negotiation 
and Monroe’s mission, and it will be recalled that he had once told 
Jefferson that he could advise him how to borrow the necessary 
funds if the United States was not in a position to pay cash. 

Listless as these weeks appeared, they brought a significant 
movement in the relationships. The decision was settling more and 
more firmly into Monroe’s hands—not because the French had cho- 
sen to wait for the “extraordinary mission” that Washington was 
sending, nor for any other reason of rank or designation. It was 
because he was by nature a decision maker, with the special form 
of intelligence that is not brilliant, but balanced. He was being 


deliberate, using these days to consider and reconsider all the pros 
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and cons. He was evaluating the allowable price on his own, consid- 
ering the fact that America would be paying for something France 
had no right to sell, and trying to assess how many senators back 
home were going to denounce the acquisition of empty territory that 
would need to be populated and governed at a huge cost. It was a 
stressful time, but it was not—as with Livingston—a search for a 
way to avoid making a mistake. Ego never seems to have been a 
problem with Monroe; finding the way to a decision did not involve 
a detour to search for self-esteem. With him, it was a search for the 
right choice, regardless of its effect on his own position or reputa- 


tion, and that was trouble enough in this case. 


MONROE'S 
HISTORIC DECISION 


ust before Monroe left Washington, Jefferson had told him in 

confidence that he could offer France a maximum of more than 
nine million dollars (fifty million francs) if it gave the United States 
possession of a substantial part of the Floridas in addition to Mis- 
sissippi River navigation rights. This was more than four times as 
much as the two million that Congress had mentioned. But the dis- 
parity is not as great as it has been made to seem if note is taken of 
the way the Congress had worded its message. 

The president’s instruction to Monroe began with a reminder 
that the only figure that was remotely like a commitment from Con- 
gress was, indeed, a ludicrously small one, but it was cleverly stated 
in a way that hinted at possible enlargement. It came from the 
report of a congressional committee which, on January 12, 1803, 
had authorized the executive branch “to commence with more effect 
a negotiation with the French and Spanish governments relative to the 
purchase from them of the island of New Orleans and the provinces 


of East and West Florida.” It pointed out that the Mississippi and its 
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branches, with other rivers referred to, “drain an extent of country 
not less, perhaps, than one-half of our whole territory, containing at 
this time one-eighth of our population and progressing with a rapid- 
ity beyond the experience of any former time or any other nation. 
The Floridas and New Orleans command our only outlets to the sea, 
and our best interests require that we should get possession of 
them.” Then, said the legislators cannily, “The Committee have no 
information before them to ascertain the amount for which the pur- 
chase can be made, but it is hoped that, with the assistance of two 
million dollars in hand, this will not be unreasonable.” 

That last phrase could have meant a number of things—from a 
bribe to induce some foreign minister to arrange a cheap purchase to 
a down payment on a very large purchase of the kind that eventually 
occurred, although no such thought had ever been discussed. Jeffer- 
son had spoken rather dismissively of the two-million-dollar 
amount, however, telling Monroe in confidence that he could go to 
a maximum figure of fifty million francs. Monroe knew that this 
represented a gamble for the president, because it so far exceeded the 
only figure that Congress had specified. He didn’t know how Jeffer- 
son’s greater number had been arrived at, but he assumed that the 
president had gone through some mental process of imagining the 
arguments of each leading legislator and finally assessing a level of 
political pain that they would all consider bearable. 

But while the amount that Monroe now thought of offering seemed 
to him easily in line with Jefferson’s criteria, considering the much 
greater purchase, he was really on his own in trying to determine 
whether Congress or even the president wanted to take on such a large 
transaction—not only as to its price, but even as to what many in the 
United States would consider the burden of dealing with so much land. 

Jefferson, after all, had talked only of adding Florida territory to 


the equation. But the congressional pros and cons that Florida alone 
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would have raised were limited. The political forces that would be 
set in motion by taking on the entire Louisiana Territory were incal- 
culable. One by one, Monroe mentally reviewed the power centers 
that would bless or damn this treaty. The Republican-oriented west- 
erners could boast that this virtual seacoast of their own would 
enrich the nation, could even show their own flair for industrializa- 
tion with the rise of a boomtown called Pittsburgh at a well-located 
spot that had once been known as Fort Pitt, and now had taken to 
calling itself “The Gateway to the West.” The northeast’s business 
interests might lobby the Congress with strong facts and figures that 
pretended to show the westward tilt as a destabilizing force. Then 
there were the southerners, trying to ignore their fear of a possible 
slave rebellion while rejoicing at how the great rise in the value of a 
healthy slave made each slaveowner’s net worth great enough to 
silence most of their doubts. These people might see the new land 
as more potential slave states—but in doing so create a major new 
split in the fabric of America. 

A logical price evaluation, therefore, was far from being the sole 
issue. This decision involved the whole philosophy of what kind of 
nation Americans wanted. If he made it virtually alone, Monroe had 
no way to know what he might be condemning his great friend in 
the president’s house to—impeachment, perhaps? Would Jefferson 
want him to use the extraordinary power he had been granted for 
such a different purpose as doubling the size of the country? 

He must have tried to imagine Thomas Jefferson’s own impres- 
sion of the benefits versus the terrible risk to him and to the presi- 
dency itself. He knew that the president had no explicit right to buy 
foreign property. He was comforted, on the other hand, by knowing 
that nothing in the Constitution explicitly forbade it, and that some 


thought a part of the great document’s genius was that it allowed 
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wide latitude for action that was not strictly forbidden. This liberty 
inherent in the Constitution was what they saw as permitting ingen- 
ious and constructive activities that were already, in less than two 
decades, propelling the nation forward at a rate that intrigued and 
frightened the rest of the world. But these unimpeded federal activ- 
ities were not the policy of Jefferson’s party, which believed in limit- 
ing the power of a central government. 

Another negative thought was that Monroe knew that financial 
subjects were primarily matters for the House of Representatives to 
deal with. What right did he have to pay cash for territory? It was 
consoling to keep in mind that the president would not be ordering 
the treasury secretary to disburse any funds. He would be asking 
Congress to appropriate what was needed, and, in this case, to 
authorize the borrowing from foreign bankers. It would be a request, 
not an order. 

One thing that lessened the sense of impending doom was that 
the Senate could refuse to ratify any treaty Monroe might make, 
ending the subject of any kind of payment. But what a disgrace that 
would be—for a young country to have sent an envoy who exceeded 
his authority, bungled his mission, and came home with none of the 
vital assurances he was sent to get. Again, being Monroe, he worried 
less about personal disgrace than about harming the standing of the 
United States. 

Jefferson, he imagined, would be as stupefied by the newness of 
this French offer as he himself had been on first hearing about it. 
Monroe was slightly off on that point, for he apparently didn’t know 
about Jonathan Carver’s book and the impression its estimate of the 
continent's expanse had made on Jefferson years earlier. If he had, 
Monroe might have imagined, at least, that Jefferson was going to be 
exhilarated by the idea of acquiring title to such a huge property. He 


did know that Jefferson wanted to see westward development. But 
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he was even more aware of the president’s caution as a politician. 
Favoring development didn’t mean risking impeachment for totally 
ignoring the size of transaction that Congress had apparently 
intended to see on this subject. Monroe couldn't even recall hearing 
others in their party voice any idea that would be a guide. The very 
notion of such a purchase had not once come up during a conversa- 
tion to help him assess whether other men he respected might 
deplore or cheer having that much wilderness heaped onto the 
country’s responsibilities. 

Monroe personally had no doubt that the huge acquisition was 
right, but he was shackled by thinking that the “supreme right 
thing” was to do what Jefferson would want, for his only power, he 
thought, was the mantle of authority Jefferson had placed on his 
shoulders. 

Monroe and Livingston were together during part of this criti- 
cal process, and the latter offered frequent words in favor of accept- 
ing the Marbois figures and making the purchase. “All France’s lands 
west of the Mississippi!” he would say unbelievingly. “My, my. Why, 
no one even knows how much land that is. How many square miles, 
have we any idea?” And Monroe would shake his head silently. He 
later recalled that he also “was constantly having to overrule Liv- 
ingston, who kept returning to ‘the claims, the claims.’” Conversa- 
tion with Livingston was not helpful, for Monroe was much closer 
to having a feel for the subject. While still in his twenties, he had 
helped Jefferson consider ceding Virginia’s claims in the Northwest 
Territory to the federal government. He recalled the time in his youth 
when he had set off on a tour of observation, writing to Jefferson that 
he would “commence for the westward upon the North River by 
Albany. I shall pass through the lakes, visit the posts, and come down 
to the Ohio and thence home...hoping to acquire a better knowledge 
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of the cause of the delay of the evacuation by British troops, the tem- 
per of the Indians toward us, as well as the soil, waters, and in gen- 
eral the natural view of the country.” 

He had even written Jefferson a confidential letter about the 
relationship between Canada and the United States. Without having 
gone west of the Mississippi, he could picture what the land would be 
like. But although Monroe knew that Jefferson had recently ordered 
two men named Lewis and Clark to explore the upper Mississippi, 
and perhaps beyond, it would be years before the extent of these 
French holdings he was contending for now could be even estimated. 
Livingston’s random thoughts were not helpful for the present pur- 
pose of deciding what must be done. There were times when Monroe, 
with no sign of irritation, simply left the room for quiet moments of 


thinking alone in the orderly way that his mind liked to work. 


Monroe knew that the land he thought of buying did not even 
exist in the minds of most Americans. The fact that the land west of 
the great river was much more extensive than the better-known east- 
ern part was not only unknown, but quite unthinkable. Most of his 
countrymen, if they thought about it at all, would be chiefly con- 
cerned with the great river—so the value of the mysterious Louisiana 
Territory lay mainly in barring any other country from controlling 
the southern end of the Mississippi. It would either prevent any traf- 
fic from moving in and out of the Gulf of Mexico or keep ratchet- 
ing up the fees for such commerce—both being opposite to the 
free-trade principles that George Washington and other Virginians 
had enunciated for the Potomac River over twenty years earlier and 
that many other businessmen were declaring to be the right path to 
prosperity and population growth. So, more than the threat to land, 
it was the whole idea of a freer life that could be threatened—an 


existence in which the ability to grow and develop economically was 
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as uninhibited as the new attitude toward personal fulfillment. 
Quite a new idea called “the pursuit of happiness” was at stake. 

Despite all the westward migration that had occurred, the essen- 
tial United States was still only a little more than a strip of land close 
to the Atlantic coast at the time. At most points, it extended inland 
no more than about fifty miles from the ocean. Even the largest 
states reached only about halfway to the Mississippi, and it is seldom 
realized that the other half of that distance belonged to the U.S., 
too. The nation had it because of a rare piece of generosity in the 
peace treaty it had won from the British in 1783. Many Americans 
had been quite prepared to accept the Allegheny Mountains as the 
western boundary line, but this very substantial strip of prime terri- 
tory had also been ceded to the new nation by England as part of 
the Revolutionary War settlement—one of the providential pieces of 
good fortune that kept coming America’s way. Some maps called this 
land on the right-hand side of the great river “Eastside Louisiana,” 
and some states behaved as if their property extended westward right 
into that additional land. They were allowing settlers to claim 
acreage there, building population rapidly. But such purely eastern 
states as Delaware and Maryland protested this use of the land vig- 
orously, and they eventually forced the federal government to treat 
the massive extra acreage as the whole nation’s property, divisible 
into new states later on. 

Everyone agreed that the Mississippi was the legitimate western 
boundary of the United States. (Spain had insisted that the midline 
of the river was the true boundary, giving American settlers no rights 
to the western bank, but there had been little enforcement of this 
rule.) Between that dividing line and California was largely a mys- 
tery land, and nobody knew how much of it there was or how many 
inhabitants it had. The number of Native Americans appeared to be 


sparse. There was some fretting about a few old British outposts that 
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the British had agreed to dismantle, but were delaying in doing so. 
The surges of excitement that would be aroused by the successes of 
Lewis and Clark and the two journeys of Zebulon Pike were only a 
few years away, but until then, the impression of an uninteresting 
wilderness prevailed. 

A huge part of that emptiness was often called “Spanish 
Louisiana,” even though the key city of New Orleans in the south was 
occupied mostly by the French-oriented Cajuns, who had not been 
changed much by the last twenty years of Spanish rule. From there, 
the land extended north and west for great distances that had never 
been surveyed or even seriously estimated; it was only known that it 
held vast expanses of wilderness, some of it reputed to be quite beau- 
tiful and rich with promise. Up to the mid-eighteenth century, that 
unknown area to the west had still been thought of mainly as a route 
to China. Many were intrigued with the conviction of early French 
explorers that there must be a Northwest Passage somewhere above 
the North American continent. The notion of a passageway far out- 
stripped any interest in the place itself. The fabled wealth of Cathay 
had seemed infinitely more attractive than mere empty land, so the 
few who meditated on what the rest of the continent might hold 
thought of it mostly as a pathway to a richer place. 

It is almost impossible to imagine what it was like, faced with a 
decision surrounded by such mystery, to have no way to consult 
with a superior. At one point, Monroe thought he would tell Mar- 
bois that they would have to wait until he could send a message to 
Washington, since he had never been authorized to commit his 
country to such an acquisition. Why should the French even have 
imagined that two men so far from their own capital might, without 
notice, negotiate for half a continent? It would have been a perfectly 


normal request to ask for more time, not in the least small-minded 
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or embarrassing. But the risk of losing the opportunity would be very 
great. Napoleon was in a constricted situation. Money was very tight, 
the Saint Domingue uprising had forced him to divert troops 
intended for New Orleans, and the British were being especially 
threatening. That picture could change within days or less. Word 
might come that the violence in Saint Domingue was over, some new 
loan might ease his cash problems, or Talleyrand might give the rest- 
less ruler a brilliant idea that took his plans in a new direction. Then 
today’s eagerness to deal would be replaced by shrugs and cold looks. 

This new appraisal finally made Monroe turn away from the idea 
that his job was to discover what Jefferson wanted him to do. Not so! 
he decided. There was no earthly way he could accomplish that. His 
mission was to do what was right for the United States. That, after all, 
was what the term “plenipotentiary power” meant, not the right to act 
as someone else might act. Because that king or president could not 
be on the scene, he had invested you with the obligation to use your 
own best judgment. If you did that to the very best of your ability, 
neither man nor God could ask anything more. 

It became easier for him after that. Instead of recoiling from the 
fact that he would be obligating the United States to borrow from 
foreigners, he reviewed more clearly the probable amount of the 
loan that would have to be sought from the Dutch, and thought of 
the interest and the terms. Others would step into the picture by 
that time, but it was right for him to be aware of all the costs that 
the United States would be incurring. Mostly he thought of the gap 
that existed between what Congress had quite eagerly agreed to and 
the entirely different transaction he would be handing back to those 
legislators. And—he had to face this squarely—his country’s politi- 
cians might very well respond by strapping both him and his presi- 
dent with total, career-ending disgrace for having misused their 


authority. No American from that day to this has ever had to make 
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so great a decision alone, with no way to contact his government. 
But the risk would be purely personal; the opportunity was national. 

How high a price they should consider might change as the bar- 
gaining went on, but Monroe knew that an offer, to be significant, 
would have to be far beyond any sum that the Congress or even the 
president had ever hinted at. Livingston was not really an equal part- 
ner in the price decision, for Monroe had clearly been sent as the 
special emissary to deal with this issue. On this one subject, the 
power and the risk of being president were his alone. The negotia- 
tion was now between the French government and one man, James 


Monroe, in full charge of America’s destiny. 


THE MOMENT 
IN HISTORY 


nowing that it had no chance of acceptance, the Americans first 
K proposed a token figure to Marbois on April 15. It was the same 
amount that Livingston had previously mentioned offhandedly to 
Talleyrand: twenty million francs plus twenty more for the claims (or 
less than eight million dollars total). Marbois made it plain that he 
could not even take the First Consul’s time with such a proposal. By 
the following day, they agreed to raise the amount to a total of fifty 
million francs—including the claims—which was the amount Mon- 
roe had first thought of as the maximum, and also happened to resem- 
ble Jefferson’s limit of between nine and ten million dollars. Marbois 
showed great reluctance about taking this sum to the First Consul, 
saying that he felt sure a price at least thirty million francs higher 
would be his minimum, but he did agree to present it to Napoleon 
the next day. He soon reported to the Americans that he had gone to 
Saint Cloud to do so and had received such a cold response from 
Napoleon that he thought the whole plan was dead. (This may well 


have been untrue. More likely, Marbois never risked going back to 
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Napoleon with an offer he knew to be the barest minimum.) 
Whichever the case may have been, Marbois urged the two Americans 
to press forward with a better offer. 

In the very personal way that he often talked to Livingston, the 
finance minister now took him aside and reminded him that it was 
not only “the extent of the country and the exclusive navigation of 
the river” that should be computed, but also the incalculable impor- 
tance “of having no neighbors to dispute you, no war to dread.” It 
was a telling point, indeed. 


CO 
ee 


A delay of nearly two weeks followed. Napoleon had become dis- 
tracted by other matters that were not explained to the Americans. 
Talleyrand also kept putting off the formality of presenting Monroe 
to Napoleon, probably still in the hope that some political event 
would kill the sale. And a back injury that confined him to bed pre- 
vented Monroe from taking part in talks for several days more. 

The two Americans acted like comrades during this hiatus, going 
over boundary issues that they thought might have to be specified in a 
treaty, such as the Floridas, the northern boundary with Canada, which 
was constantly in dispute with Britain, and the uncertain border 
between Louisiana and Spanish Texas. In the end, they agreed that these 
would have to be left for later discussions with each of the other coun- 
tries involved, and that a treaty with France would have to accept 
Louisiana just as France took it from Spain, which is to say undefined. 

By Saturday, April 27, 1803, the endgame had begun. Monroe 
was able to sit on a sofa in his lodgings while meeting with Liv- 
ingston and Marbois. The latter had brought a draft of a projected 
treaty that he felt the First Consul would sign. It called for the total 
of eighty million francs that he had been advocating all along. They 
talked pleasantly for a time without studying the treaty, and the 


Americans promised to see Marbois on the following day. 
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As Monroe wrote in his diary, he and Livingston went to Mar- 
bois’s office in the Treasury the next day and began by restating their 


offer for a total of seventy million francs: 


Barbé-Marbois declared that he would not proceed in the 
negotiation on a sum less than 80 Millions, since it 
would be useless....Indeed he assured us that his govern- 
ment had never positively instructed him to take that 
sum, but that as he had told the Consul it was enough, 
that he would ask no more, and to which he understood 
the Consul as giving his assent, he Mr. Marbois had 
thought himself authorized to accept and propose it to 
us, but that he could not proceed unless we agreed to 
give it. On this frank and explicit declaration on his part 
and after explaining to him the motive which led us to 
offer the sum we agreed to accede to his idea and give 80 
Millions. 


The sudden release of tensions can be sensed from Monroe’s typ- 
ically simple language. It is believed that toasts were drunk, and 
that, according to Marbois, Livingston said, “We have lived long, 
but this has been the noblest work of our whole lives.” But Monroe’s 
plain statement of eighty million francs (fifteen million dollars) paid 
with no reference to the enormous property that had been gained 
shows the almost unimaginable disproportion that he saw between 
the cost and the substantial section of the continent that had been 
acquired. 

There has been speculation about whether Monroe should have 
trusted Marbois when he said so firmly that a deal would require 
eighty million francs, nothing less. Marbois was not really being 


“frank and explicit.” He could have taken less and still been within 
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Napoleon’s limit. But he was working for France, trying earnestly to 
gain a significant amount of money in return for giving up a huge 
colony. At the same time, Marbois genuinely wanted to see America 
make the purchase, knowing that the rising American economy 
would easily be able to borrow and repay that sum. And it should be 
borne in mind that Marbois had been instrumental in cutting 
Napoleon's price from a hundred million francs. The amount he 
then persisted in demanding was his own reduced figure. So he out- 
bargained the buyers, but did them a great favor while winning an 
acceptable price for his government. 

At this figure, France would get only sixty million francs net 
($11,250,000), because the other twenty million ($3,750,000) 
would be used to pay off France’s obligations to Americans who had 
valid claims for the seizure of American ships, crews, and cargoes. 
This meant that the U.S. government would be relieving France of 
a debt—paying its own citizens the compensation that the French 
owed them. 

Monroe was aware that the overall figure of eighty million was 
the number that Congress would have to consider and that would be 
excoriated by Jefferson’s enemies. Around fifteen million dollars, 
more than seven times the amount that Congress had ever thought 
of dealing with, was what he had to risk signing. But he genuinely 
believed that it would seem a very small sum in a few years. 


OO 
See 


Later that day, when Marbois told Napoleon of the eighty- 
million-franc deal, the First Consul turned sharply and said, “But I 
told you I wanted one hundred million.” 

“No, Citizen Consul. Your last words were that you would take 
fifty million and nothing less.” Napoleon gave him a long look and 


said nothing. 
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John Quincy Adams, whose judgement was of the highest order, 
called the Louisiana Purchase “next in historical importance to the 
Declaration of Independence and the adoption of the Constitution. 
It was unparalleled in diplomacy because it cost almost nothing.” 

There are many ways of calculating the cost for the 875,000 
square miles that the U.S. acquired. All of them yield a ridiculously 
small price per mile or per acre; four cents per acre is one of the fig- 
ures. But since the deal had to be financed over a twenty-year period, 
a more accurate assessment would include the cost of the claims and 
then compute interest on the entire amount to the time in 1823 when 
the final payments were made. As with home buying, the cost of 
financing rivaled the price of the property. By that method, the total 
outlay has been set at a little more than twenty-seven million dollars. 

Several different days are given as the date of the Louisiana Pur- 
chase. Full verbal agreement on all points, without signatures, was 
reached on April 29. The three negotiators met again on the follow- 
ing day, Tuesday the 30th, and made things a little firmer by having 
all three initial the agreement. That was also when wine was poured 
for another toast. An official reception at the Louvre was held on May 
1, after Monroe and Livingston dined with Napoleon. The formal 


Louisiana Purchase treaty was dated and signed on May 2, 1803. 


Hepler Henny 
THE 


SENATE'S PRETENDED 
RELUCTANCE 


Che the new Louisiana Purchase treaty to Washington and 
into Secretary of State Madison’s hands was naturally an urgent 
concern for Monroe and Livingston, but their first move was directed 
just across the Channel. Bizarre as it may seem, it was Britain, the 
country Jefferson had successfully pretended to be courting as a 
potential ally, that was feared as a last-minute troublemaker. Knowing 
that Britain coveted New Orleans, the danger that it might make a 
move to grasp it during a moment of uncertain ownership had been a 
worry for months. Now the two envoys in Paris moved instantly to 
advise Rufus King, the American ambassador in London, that the 
purchase of Louisiana was an accomplished fact, adding the assurance 
that due care had been taken to safeguard British interests in naviga- 
tion of the Mississippi. They rushed this message out so hastily that it 
appears to have been undated; and in any case, it certainly went sev- 
eral days before their letter to Madison. So King George knew of the 
treaty long before President Jefferson did. Lord Hawkesbury, the 


British foreign minister, was quick to respond that his sovereign had 
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received this intelligence with pleasure and with great appreciation for 
the protection of British interests. 

On May 13, Livingston and Monroe sent a joint letter of many 
pages to Madison, transmitting the treaty and covering numerous 
details of the reasoning behind the decisions they had made. It 
began by recalling the earliest intimations that a purchase might be 
possible, touched on their attempts to estimate the true extent of the 
territory, the dubious status of West Florida and East Florida, their 
consideration of various factors affecting the price they might offer, 
and the estimate of what the cost of financing a purchase might be. 
It took them so long to prepare this letter that a French courier 
named M. Dirieux, who was named as the bearer on the first page, 
had left for Bordeaux before it was done; so at the end, they had to 
explain that they were entrusting it instead to an embassy employee 
named Mr. Hughes, who was to embark at Le Havre. 

The vital documents are believed to have reached the White House 
on July 3, and to have sparked a burst of rare happiness. A month ear- 
lier, Jefferson had seen Livingston’s letter to Madison reporting on Tal- 
leyrand’s talk of selling the entire Louisiana Territory, and it had set up 
a feeling of excitement, although coupled with a nagging doubt about 
anything that came from Livingston. But the long messages and the 
treaty that finally were placed before him made the following day, Inde- 
pendence Day, 1803, a time of real joy for the president. 

Curiously, the usually dependable New York Morning Chronicle 
did not refer to this important happening until July 21, and then it 
said—perhaps self-exculpatorily—that Mr. Hughes had delivered 
these documents on the previous Thursday evening, which would 
have meant that the delivery took a little more than two months. The 
July 3 date seems the likelier one, and it also would have allowed time 
for the involved thought process that President Jefferson went 


through. 
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After the initial delight of studying the letter of transmittal and 
the treaty itself, Jefferson began an agonizing period of doubt about 
the propriety of what he had done. Secretary Madison and the inner 
circle of cabinet members and executive-branch employees who 
heard the news were unreservedly happy. Some were ecstatic about 
the staggering amount of new territory that the United States had 
acquired. They fully expected to see lavish public joy, but they had 
to wait a bit before it manifested. 

The news spread unevenly. Americans did not all awake on a sin- 
gle morning and find that their young nation was more than twice 
as large as they had thought the night before. Even the leading big- 
city newspapers were somewhat haphazard in reporting the 
Louisiana Purchase, and some merely referred to the news belatedly 
in the form of letters from thoughtful readers, giving the impression 
that the editors hardly dared to take responsibility for printing such 
news as a story of their own. This may explain the curious treatment 
by the important New York Morning Chronicle. In the previous 
month, on June 30, it had confidently run an unusual “extra” edi- 
tion and banner headline reading WAR IS DECLARED—referring to 
England’s new war with France, based on a reliable major statement 
from the British prime minister. But it waited until July 21, when it 
had a Proclamation by the President of the United States to add its 
own report on the Louisiana Purchase treaty and its terms. 

As the people of this suddenly aggrandized country absorbed the 
news, it was no surprise that the westerners reacted like lottery 
winners who find their good fortune unbelievable. In Kentucky, 
Tennessee, and Ohio, the wild, tub-thumping, roaring joy exceeded 
anything seen before. Not even the end of the Revolutionary War had 
brought such a flag-waving delirium. But, most significantly noted by 
the members of Congress who were home on recess, this enthusiasm 


swept along even many of those who had been opponents of expansion. 
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The old Federalist opposition was still heard, but it was balanced by 
a new sound of lively approbation, of easterners actually thinking 
that not only was the Mississippi River safe for navigation, it was 
their own river now, even if they had never seen it; they owned it and 
great stretches of territory far beyond it. And this approval by east- 
erners had to be reflected in the stand taken by many legislators. No 
one had seriously imagined such growth before the summer of 1803. 
After that, it struck many as being America’s obvious destiny. Even 
many citizens who had no intention of going west wrote to their 
newspaper editors to say, in effect, that there would be no stopping 
the United States now. Especially reflective citizens pointed out that 
having the run of the continent would give the country unlimited 
capacity for good or for error. 

The Federalists—the opposition party in Congress—thought up 
snide, half-humorous ways to attack the bargain purchase of nearly half 
a continent, calling it an extravagance. “When you consider that Man- 
hattan was bought for twenty-four dollars, doesn’t fifteen million dol- 
lars seem excessive for a wilderness?” they asked. But the senators who 
would shortly be faced with having to ratify or reject this treaty had to 
note that the nation’s emotional response was somewhere between 
those who were filled with sheer patriotic joy at seeing their country’s 
land area doubled, exceeding the size of all of Europe, and those who 


still feared the cost and inconvenience of enormous dimensions. 


At just such a moment, Thomas Jefferson, who so often had to 
be different from the throng that adored him, became the Hamlet 
president. He was unquestionably the chief architect of this superb 
new vision, but he was not so sure about what he had done. Jubilant 
as he saw many of his fellow citizens to be over the grand enlarge- 
ment of the nation, he was gripped by the suspicion that “he had gone 


beyond the Constitution” and against one of his firmest principles in 
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purchasing a huge new territory. And—as is usually true of a Ham- 
let—there was a point in his brooding. 

Jefferson had always stood for broad states’ rights and very nar- 
rowly drawn federal powers. His political enemies, the Federalists, 
believed in the implied right of a federal government to assume any 
powers that were not specifically banned by the Constitution. The 
president abhorred that idea, believing it to be the passkey to a mas- 
sive central power that would strangle the rights of the states, which 
he considered the only protection of the people’s liberty. Now, he 
feared that he had traded liberty for territory—that his huge acqui- 
sition might be cited in the future as evidence that great decisions 
could be made without any consent from the states. Jefferson made 
his way exhaustively through many convoluted arguments, even 
debating whether the constitutional right to make war might be 
used as an argument; making war envisioned the right to acquire 
foreign property, did it not? His counselors all agreed that was so. 
Then, if the founders envisioned acquisitions by force, they cer- 
tainly could not have been opposed to peaceful ones. He was heart- 
ened by this view, but not yet convinced. 

This crisis of conscience went on for ten days, and it genuinely 
frightened James Madison to realize that the president was, indeed, 
leaning toward the idea of asking for an amendment to the Consti- 
tution. If such an amendment were passed to give the federal gov- 
ernment a specific right to acquire territory, Jefferson felt that would 
be only a limited new power—the right to add new territory, but 
not necessarily any sweeping federal power in a variety of other 
fields. This would be far less fearsome than the open-ended force 
that said, by implication, “anything that is not specifically prohib- 
ited by the Constitution is permissible.” 

Madison had first believed that Jefferson was merely proposing 


this amendment idea as a bit of symbolism—a sign of how strongly 
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he believed in the need for consulting the states. When he saw that 
Jefferson was seriously considering such a proposal, Madison stiff- 
ened his opposition to the notion. It was one of the few times that 
he displayed the steely backbone that was seldom needed to enforce 
his winning voice. “Any mention of a constitutional amendment 
could destroy this whole result,” he warned, quoting from a June 7 
letter he had from Monroe and Livingston. The two men in Paris 
reported that, “The First Consul, in a moment of chagrin at what he 
may have considered to be a bad bargain,” had insisted that he still 
had the power to kill the treaty. “They beg you, Sir, to convene Con- 
gress promptly, get an early approval of the Treaty, and get funds 
provided for immediate compliance with the arrangement,” Madi- 
son told the president. Much more forcefully than he usually talked 
to Jefferson, Madison now argued that any hint of a long constitu- 
tional impasse could cause the impatient French ruler to renounce 
the treaty and revive the whole specter of a French move to retake 
New Orleans, perhaps blocking U.S. navigation of the Mississippi. 
Jefferson was quickly persuaded, for although his constitutional 
concern was genuine, it could not compete with his ardent wish to 
conclude the purchase that promised to lead to a continental United 
States of America. Anxious as he was to show that the treaty’s adop- 
tion should be seen as a genuinely popular wish, and not a lone 
initiative of the executive branch, he had to act promptly. On July 21, 
major newspapers carried a Proclamation by the President of the 
United States appointing Monday, October 17 for the Senate and 
Congress to meet and consider the treaty. Some of the main provisions 
of the agreement were given, and as a loyally pro-Livingston New York 
paper added, “that without derogation to the talents of Mr. Monroe, 
previous to his arrival the negotiations had already been effected by 
Mr. Livingston in all material points.” Despite the early sounds of 


approval, some of the thoughts expressed by members of Congress 
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from their home areas during this recess period began to make it 
appear that the vote was going to be very close. As August and Sep- 
tember passed, opinions apparently were evenly divided between 
proponents and opponents of the treaty. 

And that was the apparent status of the affair when the senators 
reconvened on October 17 in response to a presidential call for haste 
in hearing and considering his special message, since the 30th was 
the stated deadline for ratification. 

The Senate, even when it was less than a third of its present size, 
moved at its own pace. It voted twenty-eight dollars weekly for 
“such services as are usually provided by the Doorkeeper,” solemnly 
resolved that each senator be supplied during the present session 
with three newspapers printed in any of the states, and, after a chap- 
lain had been chosen, named the Hon. Nathaniel Macon as its 
Speaker. The ballots having been collected and counted, the whole 
number was declared to be twenty-eight, of which fifteen made a 
majority. 

With all such business out of the way, a message that President 
Jefferson had directed to the Senate and House of Representatives 
was read and five hundred copies thereof were ordered to be printed. 
Jefferson began by apologizing for the need to call the members 
back into session earlier than the expected date, but there was a new 
forcefulness in his words as he explained that the “extraordinary 
public agitation over the status of the port of New Orleans” made it 
clear how great a danger to the nation’s peace existed as long as “so 
important a key to the commerce of the western country remained 
under a foreign Power.” 

Jefferson’s words touched on major issues and on minor details, 
chiefly intended to warn that the European powers were again at or 
very close to war (strange wording, since Britain had declared war 


on France in May), and to show the many dangers that the United 
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States would be evading if the recent Louisiana Purchase treaty were 
approved and implemented. In the last paragraph, he openly 
referred to the decision that would now be in the hands of the Sen- 


ate, urging the members to consider the state of Europe and to be: 


sensible how much it is our duty to look on the bloody 
arena spread before us with commiseration, indeed, but 
with no other wish than to see it closed, I am persuaded 
you will cordially cherish these dispositions in all discus- 
sions among yourselves, and in all communications with 
your constituents; and I anticipate with satisfaction the 
measures of wisdom which the great interests now com- 
mitted to you will give you an opportunity of providing, 
and myself that of approving and of carrying into execu- 


tion with the fidelity I owe to my country. 


The early rash of objections proved to have been so flimsy and 
had given way so promptly to the generalized desire for the exciting 
new land that the Senate voted in favor of the treaty three times by 
more than a three-to-one margin. This has been misstated in a vari- 
ety of ways in the past, because the so-called “History of Congress” 
in that era was not an official organ, but a commercial product with 
frequent errors. The official Congressional Record that is known today 
did not appear until two decades later. However, there had always 
been an official and reliable Executive Journal of the Senate, and it 
shows that the treaty was read three times—on October 17, 18, and 
20, with votes being taken on each occasion, the result being a 
thumping twenty-four to seven in favor each time. The 20th was the 
official date of ratification. (It will be noted that the higher vote total 
than the number cited earlier in the week occurred because three 


new members had presented their credentials, including the young 
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John Quincy Adams of Massachusetts, who crossed party lines to 
vote for the treaty.) On Saturday, the 22nd, the resurgent president 
was hailing the ratification and asking to be granted the power to 
employ any part of the army and navy of the United States for the 
purpose of taking possession of the territories ceded by France. This, 
too, was quickly granted. And the House of Representatives, which 
had to consider the financial arrangements called for by the treaty, 
approved it by the even greater margin of eighty-nine to twenty-three. 

Twelve days later, however, on Wednesday, November 3, there 
was ample evidence that the American politician’s penchant for talk- 
ing merely to be seen and heard goes back a very long way. A finan- 
cial subject required Senate approval (although with a looser 
deadline) because it consisted of a separate “Convention” appended 
to the treaty. It called for the creation of a special stock in the amount 
of $11,250,000 for the purpose of giving France an interest-bearing 
asset that could be used to turn the deferred payments into spendable 
cash. For little reason beyond mere posturing, some of the strongest 
objections now erupted. 

As if the positive spirit of the recent ratification had never 


existed, Delaware’s Senator Samuel White was back to ask: 


What is the hurry about passing this? We have already 
passed a bill that authorizes the President to take posses- 
sion of the Louisiana Territory. The French officer who is 
authorized to make the cession is already at New 
Orleans. But we have authorized the President to take 
possession without knowing whether the First Consul 
can or will carry this treaty faithfully into operation. But, 
Mr. President, it is now a well-known fact that Spain 


considers herself injured by the Treaty. [Just before the 
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ratification, Spain had registered a complaint, stating 
that it should have been consulted by both parties to the 
Treaty before they reached this agreement, and especially 
raising the Florida issue, but not threatening any specific 
action.}] And why should we make the President the sole 
and absolute judge of what shall be a faithful delivery and 
possession? While he may think a delivery sufficient to 
justify the payment of the money we may not. What 
would the payment be for? It would be buying France’s 
authority to make war on Spain. What reason would we 
have to think the French prefect in New Orleans can give 


us peaceable possession of the country? 


He went on at length to warn that the Creeks and other Native 
American nations “from the howling wilderness never to be trodden by 
the foot of civilized man” might find it impracticable to relinquish 
these territories so lightly traded by persons who have never seen them. 

On the next day, the second Delaware senator, William H. 
Wells, tore into the treaty with multiple objections, starting with the 
fact that it failed to make specific mention of payment, pretending 
instead that the First Consul was doing the transfer “to give the 
U.S.A. a strong proof of his friendship.” He called the language of 
the treaty “dark, obscene, and unintelligible.” He pointed out that 
perhaps the Spanish would refuse to obey the French prefect in New 
Orleans, and instead attack and slay half the men sent to take pos- 
session. “In that case,” he asked, “would we be satisfied to have paid 
the sum of fifteen million dollars for this privilege?” 

Almost talking over each other in their haste to be heard, some 
expostulated about whether or not Louisiana should be taken into 
the Union at once, and, in case not, surmised that the treaty itself 


might be rendered null and void, because France could claim that its 
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chief reason for entering into the arrangement had been to secure 
American citizenship for the people of Louisiana. 

The very basic question of whether the United States had the 
power to add new states to the Union was explored at great length, 
especially focusing on whether this was implied by anything in the 
Constitution or only by common sense. Clearly, it had already 
admitted new states that had taken the initiative of applying for 
entry, but could the federal government become the instigator, the 
creating agent? 

Mr. Uriah Tracy of Connecticut embellished on that question by 
asking whether an assumption that the U.S. could admit new states 
to the Union would not also give the federal government the power 
to cede states. This challenging query caused John Breckenridge of 
Kentucky to taunt him by pondering whether it might, for example, 
cede Mr. Tracy’s Connecticut to France? But mercifully he said, “I 
think not. The U.S. could not cede Connecticut because in doing 
so, it would be giving up part of the sovereignty of the nation, which 
is whole and entire.” 

Perhaps the most pointless comment was by New Jersey’s Sena- 
tor Jonathan Dayton, who insisted that he was not present as a 
champion of small states, but did want to protest that although he 
represented a relatively large one, he objected to being bound hand 
and foot to the interests of five large states. Having said that, he gave 
no clue as to which way he planned to vote or was urging other 
members to vote. 

These generalities gradually gave way to lesser, but quite practi- 
cal, details. Should persons born in Louisiana, for example, be con- 
sidered the equals of native-born Americans for the purpose of 
eligibility to become president or vice president? Would French and 
Spanish ships, being given free access to Mississippi River ports, be 


considered to have locked in a commercial parity with Britain, one 
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that the latter, as our greatest trading partner, would come to resent? 
All such issues were soberly declared to be worthy of further study, 
but in no way serious enough to imperil the outcome of any pend- 
ing decision. 

As the week wore on, it became clear that the handful of hold- 
outs who continued their opposition would not disturb the fait 
accompli that had prevailed from the beginning. Oddly, however, Jef- 
ferson’s glorious victory meant the defeat of his most cherished polit- 
ical belief, and the crushed opposition Federalists saw their 
philosophy become the law that the U.S. was destined to live by. Just 
as Jefferson had feared, the Louisiana Purchase made the use of 
implied rights the all-purpose tool with which the federal govern- 
ment would grow great and the power of the states would appear to 
recede for a time. Many, however, consider this to have been a force 
that propelled the United States toward today’s historic stature. The 
marked narrowing of the gap between states’ rights and federal 
power appeared to put the nation on a path that some would call a 


self-correcting balance. 


THE ANTAGONISTS 
MOVE ON 


he four Americans who had brought about the brilliant result 
Toa have been optimistic for their own futures, for they all 
shared in the success that lay ahead for the expanded nation. 

Of the four French participants, two, Napoleon and Tal- 
leyrand—whose mental agility dealt with ups and downs like moun- 
tain goats—still had their greatest days ahead, in spite of France’s 
turmoil. But Marbois and Pichon were buffeted by the wild politics 
of the coming years in ways they could not have imagined when the 
Louisiana Purchase treaty was concluded. 

Looking back on their work in the spring of 1803, the great 
individual responsibility that had been thrust on the American sub- 
ordinates, Monroe and Livingston, was clear. The time required to 
communicate between Washington and Paris would have forced even 
the most demanding superior to delegate many of his key prerogatives 
to others. Yet a curious and counterintuitive fact emerges: despite his 
distance from the center of action, despite the decision making he had 


to entrust to others, President Jefferson had unquestionably been the 
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indispensable player. He had been forced to rely on a set of unruly 
aides who repeatedly veered from his wishes, and still it was his 
program and his strategy that carried the day. No heavy-handed 
dictator could have seen his commands more thoroughly enforced in 
the end. 

Thus, Jefferson was the one person without whom the Louisiana 
Purchase treaty would have been inconceivable. For one thing, Mon- 
roe could never have made the buying decision without having had 
Jefferson’s clear instruction that the figure named by Congress could 
be substantially exceeded. Monroe went far beyond anything the 
Congress had imagined, but he would never have considered doing 
so if the president had not told him that some elasticity was envi- 
sioned. Just as important was Jefferson’s dogged opposition to any 
incursion into America’s neighborhood by French troops. It was like 
a preview of the Monroe Doctrine, and it succeeded brilliantly, even 
though the United States was totally unprepared to mount the brand 
of opposition the president threatened. 

Jefferson could have looked back with satisfaction at having won 
the day by making Napoleon believe that America was ready to fight 
for New Orleans, and to join with Britain if necessary, so that accept- 
ing cash for it instead seemed like victory to the First Consul. As 
Napoleon said, “I count Louisiana as already lost.” But once his first 
joy at seeing the treaty had passed, Jefferson was less ebullient than 
most others because he had the dual problem of making the Congress 
come aboard, while also questioning whether the Constitution gave 
him the power to purchase foreign territory. He admitted that he “had 
stretched the Constitution until it cracked,” and wondered if he 
would be impeached because his treaty-making powers did not spec- 
ify the acquisition of territory. He need not have worried. 

Jefferson's opponents had often grumbled wonderingly at the 


man’s way of gaining political support without seeming to go after it. 
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Now that was happening again. A country alive with the exuber- 
ance of youth told Jefferson that his afterthoughts were groundless. 
The idea of an “America—from sea to shining sea,” seemed to be 
taking shape. Many were laughing at the Federalists’ attempts to 
deride the Louisiana Purchase as a terrible mistake; “spending a 
great fortune for a desert” they had cried, moaning that some of the 
nation’s best young blood would be dissipated in trying to protect 
a far greater area than the United States was ready to swallow. But 
in the early months, at least, few were lining up with the naysayers. 
Jefferson had gambled shamelessly and come out of it with more 
than popularity—he came out with glory. The entire Congress 
féted him at a gala dinner. 

He went on to complete two very productive terms, and he has 
been called our first successful president, because Washington and 
Adams, despite their personal prestige, had rough sailing in the 
uncharted waters of the presidency. Jefferson proved to be a sur- 
prisingly good administrator of the nation’s business, considering 
how unsuccessfully he managed his personal life. In his own affairs, 
he was a profligate spender, ready to buy anything that took his 
fancy, to enlarge or embellish dwellings beyond his means, even 
homes that he knew to be temporary, and to entertain an incredi- 
ble mass of house guests at great expense. Consequently, he 
approached the end of his life with the certainty that his estate 
would be in the hands of creditors and his heirs would have little 


or nothing. 


James Madison's steadiness in channeling and containing the 
Jeffersonian fury about protecting New Orleans was what had made 
it into a workable strategy. Regardless of his curious treatment of 
Livingston, nothing can take this achievement away from the secre- 


tary of state. 
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Only in hindsight does it become clear how thoroughly Jefferson 
and Madison had operated almost as a single person with the benefit 
of two viewpoints during these months. The nature of their teamwork 
had been unique. For example, Jefferson projected determination to 
fight the first French footfall in Louisiana. Madison’s pretense of indif- 
ference, based on confidence that the American people would snuff it 
out, prevented the agitated Congress from moving prematurely 
toward war. Historian George Dangerfield called the president and 
secretary of state “one of the subtlest intellectual combinations in 
American history.” Perhaps their greatest asset was frequent dis- 
agreement, so that they were not limited to a single mind-set. They 
often set out with opposite views of a question, but usually came to 
a conclusion that accommodated both their approaches. Any ten- 
dency to think of Jefferson as the great man and Madison as the sup- 
plier of ideas and balancing opinions—a pairing that is often seen 
among partners—would be very misleading. James Madison was 
very much his own man, even though in his years as secretary of 
state he insisted on starting nearly all pronouncements with “The 
President wishes...” or “The President has decided...” This appar- 
ent reticence to put himself forward was actually a method that he 
believed would clarify and strengthen anything that he set down as 
policy. It did not illustrate how the two men behaved when they 
worked together. Then, it would very often be Madison who was 
correcting Jefferson’s suggestion or countering his errant idea. If he 
was the one who said less, it was because each of his words counted 
for more. Another person’s long and seemingly balanced thought 
was very often reduced to a single sentence by the Madison brain— 
a sentence that separated the balanced words like a cleaver and sim- 
ply said, “This is what needs to be done.” 

The president may have seen to it that even Madison was taken 


in by his saber-rattling threats to keep France from moving into New 
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Orleans, for they had to be totally convincing. What appear to have 
been misgivings on Madison’s part had shown through at times, as 
his letters and remarks to Pichon tended to soften the president’s 
approach, though never enough to damage its effect. Almost invari- 
ably, the Madison version showed a controlling mind and hand, and 
sometimes a fallback position to be sure that any disappointing turn 
of events would not be fatal to the final objective. 

However cool he may have seemed during the negotiations, 
Madison’s all-consuming interest was shown when he reacted to the 
treaty with an ejaculation that was so unlike his normal speech: “A 
truly noble acquisition” were his exact words. This revealed what a 
masterpiece of fakery he had pulled off when he had once told 
Pichon, “How sad it would be if French intransigence forced us to 
conquer the country west of the Mississippi,” and listed the several 
unfortunate consequences he pretended it would bring. 

Looking back, Madison knew perfectly well that his own words 
had been absorbed and copied by Napoleon when the First Consul 
gloated about how this deal would not only make trouble for the 
English, but would also confront the Americans with all those mis- 
fortunes that he absorbed from Madison’s sly falsehoods to Pichon. 
The exact Madisonian reasoning that Pichon had passed on to Paris 
was now the dictator's explanation of why he had chosen to sell: 
“We must expect rivalries in the bosom of the Union. Confedera- 
tions which are called perpetual last only until one of the contract- 
ing parties finds it to its interest to break them.” 

But the secretary of state never once drew attention to how 
many of the words used by others were lifted from him. As one of 
Madison’s biographers pointed out, “Like nearly everything else relat- 
ing to Madison that leads in the direction of pre-eminence, this has to 
be dug out of the records.” While others were competing for glory in 


Paris, this rare man never tried to get his brilliant contributions 
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noticed, which helps to explain why he loathed such boasts from 
others. 

In only five years, James Madison would be elected as America’s 
fourth president, and by 1809 he would move into the White 
House, facing a simmering quasi-war with Great Britain. The under- 
lying factors are discussed in the final chapter, leading to the 
moment when Madison, having survived the highly debatable War 
of 1812, had to wait in suspense to know whether the Louisiana 
Purchase that he had helped to bring about would be confirmed and 
validated by General Andrew Jackson or tragically negated by the 
giant British armada that attacked the New Orleans area in 1814. 


O 
See 


The troubled future of French chargé d affaires Louis-André 
Pichon can appropriately be seen at this point because he and Madi- 
son were virtually each other’s counterparts during the negotiations. 
It is not rare for a secretary of state and a key foreign ambassador to 
maintain an active relationship, but never had one been so decisive 
as theirs. The intimacy and the result should have been a triumph 
for Pichon. It was, instead, a professional shipwreck. 

Professor Albert H. Bowman, writing in the Journal of the Soci- 
ety for Historians of American Foreign Relations, has credited Pichon, 
who was only twenty-nine years old when he became France’s envoy 
and consul general in Washington, with being the principal influ- 
ence on the First Consul’s decision to abandon his dream of an 
American empire. While we have seen how Madison’s long and 
frequent sessions with Pichon had transmitted disinformation to 
Napoleon, Bowman insists that Pichon was not at all taken in; 
almost from the start, he had concluded on his own that New 
Orleans could be a disaster for France, and he made that clear to his 
superior, Foreign Minister Talleyrand. This contribution would 


devastate his own career. 
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Less than two months after taking office in Washington, late in 
1801, Pichon (who had been told by Talleyrand to avoid discussing 
French colonization with the Americans), wrote to report that 
American newspapers were announcing that the Spanish had ceded 
Louisiana back to France. And in his forthright way, he told his for- 
eign minister—who was a strong advocate of creating a French 
empire in America—‘“If this event has taken place, you can be 
assured that it is one of the most delicate operations we could under- 
take, and there is no safety or advantage at all to us in this acquisi- 
tion without two things: First, the complete freedom of the port of 
New Orleans, and second the cession of the Floridas, or at least one 
of them, to the United States.” 

Month after month, Pichon’s reports had been accurate, effec- 
tive in making Napoleon realize how little chance he had to succeed 
in the New World, and inflammatory to the colony-minded frater- 
nity in the Ministry of Marine and Colonies. As soon as the treaty 
was concluded and Pichon rotated back to Paris, he was highly 
praised for his work by Talleyrand, who also nominated him for the 
Legion of Honor; but he was almost instantly attacked by Admiral 
Dénis Décrés and falsely charged with irregularities in his financial 
accounts. He was tried before a special council and, although a 
majority is said to have favored his acquittal, a decree was handed 
down that dismissed him from the foreign service in disgrace. He 
would never return to the diplomatic service or to any very signifi- 
cant public office. 

Only in 1809 did Pichon reappear in public service as a royal 
councillor of state and intendant-general of finances for Napoleon’s 
brother Jerome, who had become king of Westphalia. He resigned 
from this presumably boring work in 1812 and returned to Paris to 
write a book on France under Napoleon, which was published in 


1814. He had never approved of Bonapartism, but he had served the 
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emperor's government loyally, so he wrote of the period with meas- 
ured disapproval. He received a minor royal appointment under 
King Louis XVIII, then, in 1820, became councillor of state and sec- 
retary general in the Ministry of Justice. Between that time and 
1830, he also had frequent—and unenviable—missions to inspect 
French West Indian colonies. After the French conquest of Algeria 
in 1830, he became the first civil administrator of that country. 
Pichon retired from public service in 1832, and he was treated cour- 
teously under the Restoration, being made a baron and an elected 
officer of the Legion of Honor. He died in Paris in 1850. 

James Monroe must have looked back happily at the fact that he 
had doubled the size of his country. What is known for sure is that 
he wrote Jefferson, saying that having used his plenipotentiary pow- 
ers and signed the agreement, “I can only hope for mercy!” 

It was fortunate for him that his bargaining with Marbois had 
not been carefully analyzed. Monroe had simply been himself—with 
no guile of his own, he had trusted the Frenchman’s words; shrewd 
bargaining had no place in his makeup. By resisting, he could cer- 
tainly have made Marbois accept ten million dollars less, for that 
would have been well within Napoleon’s figure. But the traits he 
showed here were the same ones that later made him one of the most 
successful and widely respected of all America’s presidents. A cleverer 
person might have struck a sharper bargain, but his trusting manner 
ultimately won nearly unanimous support. 

For a time after the Louisiana Purchase, Monroe reverted to the 
perverse luck that had usually dogged his political life. Even after the 
triumph of the Louisiana Purchase treaty, he suffered another mor- 
tification that plunged him again to the lower rungs of the political 
ladder. Monroe had not been called home to receive the acclamation 


for Louisiana in person; instead, he was quickly shifted to a mission 
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to England that ended too poorly to add any luster to his image. He 
struggled for two difficult years in London, failing to make progress 
against the disagreements that later led to the War of 1812. 

By the time he returned home in 1805, the fact that James Mon- 
roe had doubled the size of the United States had been taken for 
granted too long to afford him much acclaim. The Louisiana Terri- 
tory, in fact, had come to seem more troublesome than glorious 
because it was exacerbating slavery and Native American problems. 
When Monroe came back to center stage, he was noticed mainly 
because of disappointment over his British treaty. Its terms were so 
poor that Jefferson did not even send it to the Senate. (Other Amer- 
ican attempts to set new treaties with European powers had met 
similar fates—not due to inept diplomacy, but to arrogant older 
powers believing they were entitled to dictate terms to a young 
nation.) 

Monroe went back to his old starting point for a third time, 
served again in the Virginia General Assembly, was elected governor 
again, and finally reemerged into national high office in the cabinet 
of James Madison. Stepping into a crisis during the botched War of 
1812, he served doubly as secretary of state and of war. It began to 
be recognized that he was—as Jefferson had once said with perfect 
simplicity—“honest and brave.” 

One of the few who troubled to write a biography, Daniel C. 
Gilman, then president of Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, 
wrote in 1898, “The conclusion has been forced on me that Mon- 
roe is not adequately appreciated by his countrymen....He has suf- 
fered by comparison with four or five illustrious men—Washington, 
Marshall, Hamilton, Jefferson, Madison—his seniors in years and 
his superiors in genius....He was in early life enthusiastic to rash- 
ness; but as he grew older his judgment was disciplined, his self con- 


trol became secure, his patriotism overbalanced the considerations 
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of party. Political opponents rarely assailed the purity of his motives 
or the honesty of his conduct.” 

The phrase, “his patriotism overbalanced the considerations of 
party” is especially noteworthy, for the lack of this trait—the increas- 
ing tendency of most leaders to let political opportunism outweigh 
other considerations—was becoming almost toxic. George Washing- 
ton, in particular, found it hard to understand how men he relied 
on, such as Jefferson and Hamilton, could allow political enmity to 
outweigh the need for national unity. 

As Monroe’s higher principles became clearer to his fellow citi- 
zens, he was elected to two full terms as president from 1817 to 
1825. His reelection was memorable because he was nearly chosen 
unanimously. One elector voted for John Quincy Adams only 
because he did not want anyone other than George Washington ever 
to be a unanimous choice. Monroe must be judged a very successful 
president, even though he did not preside over wars or other cata- 
strophic events that usually make for memorable presidencies. 

The enduring policy that bears his name, the Monroe Doctrine, has 
to be called a truly historic initiative because it was, right from the 
moment of being enunciated, “an exact expression of the general opin- 
ion of his countrymen,” in his biographer’s words. This doctrine, like all 
major international policies, had been taking shape somewhat earlier. 
There are at least ten instances, dating back to 1780, of American states- 
men, including Washington, Jefferson, Adams, and Monroe himself, 
warning another nation or group of nations to “stay away from our 
hemisphere.” And just five months before Monroe wrote the doctrine 
in full, John Quincy Adams, then secretary of state, told a Russian min- 
ister on a question dealing with the northwest coast, “we should contest 
the right of Russia to any territorial establishment on this continent, and 
we should assume distinctly the principle that the American continents 


are no longer subjects for any new European colonial establishments.” 
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President Monroe’s doctrine, expressed in his annual message on 
December 2, 1823, isa little less than nine hundred words in length. 
It is curious that Monroe is best known for a piece of writing, 
because he was not an especially fluent or elegant writer. But it is 
altogether appropriate that this man who was so closely associated 
with the Louisiana Purchase should also have been the one to set 
forth the natural sequel to that great event. The Louisiana Purchase 
had signaled that the United States was probably destined to cover 
most of an entire continent. In the Doctrine, Monroe broadened 
this claim to go far beyond the continent and to insist that the entire 


hemisphere was to be free from foreign interference. 


Robert Livingston quite astonishingly survived a post-treaty 
period of anguish, stupid behavior, and even contempt to move on 
to another decade of life that was happy and prosperous. It is almost 
novelistic, but a part of his success during this time was directly 
linked to New Orleans, Louisiana, and the Mississippi. 

If the Louisiana negotiations had taken the very small turn 
needed to make them into a tragedy, the tragi-comic Livingston 
would have been its central figure. Coming so close to a lifelong 
wish for greatness, he earned only sympathy, at best, and appeared 
to be the ill-favored of the gods. In fact, he was extremely fortunate 
to have avoided censure and dismissal for his misdemeanors as an 
envoy who tried to act as a policymaker. It was probably only Madi- 
son’s wish to avoid a breach with New York political leaders that 
saved Livingston from this. 

If Livingston’s backward look included any self-examination, 
which is not evident from his writings, he would have seen that his 
natural cleverness was overcome by a massive failure in dealing with 
any superior. The relationship apparently robbed him of confidence, 


which he demonstrated in two ways: by trying too hard to show how 
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much he was doing, and by avoiding any situation that called on 
him to make a final decision. 

Livingston would have been astonished to hear himself described 
as lacking self-confidence. There was no timidity about his approach 
to the great, so he did not stand in awe of a fabled individual like 
Talleyrand, and certainly not of the young Napoleon. He could 
match wits with them, and could propose intriguing new ways of 
looking at a subject. But his failing was most like that of the athlete 
who avoids taking the crucial last shot in a close game. 

Thinking back to his work in Paris, Livingston knew he had 
sparked ideas that may have been central to the final settlement, but 
he may never have realized that every time affairs approached the 
possibility of an offer that could be decisive, his mind had turned to 
ways of skirting or diminishing the deal. 

The players had never been so separated, so different in their 
ideas, as they were after the treaty was concluded. Livingston was 
trying to forget, deny, and readjust the fact that as recently as three 
days previously, he had written a note to Madison, saying indelibly, 
“I would rather have confined our views to smaller objects; and | 
think that if we succeed, it would be good policy to exchange the 
west bank of the Mississippi with Spain for the Floridas, reserving 
New Orleans.” Up to the very end, Livingston was suggesting to 
Monroe and Madison that something smaller than the entire 
Louisiana Territory would be best. To him, the goal tended to shift 
as the end neared: it was no longer to gain a victory, but simply to 
avoid a mistake. 

The fair-minded Monroe stretched a point to say that 
Livingston, “has manifested an invariable zeal to promote the object 
of the cession and to extend our rights on the Mississippi.” Still, 
there was a hassle over Livingston’s demands to have the payment for 


claims kept separate from the treaty of cession, so that if the latter 
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were not ratified, the claims could still be collected. Livingston said 
that was important, because failure to collect claims might lead 
to Republican defeat in the coming election. Ridiculous, thought 
Monroe, forgetting that he had used a similar argument in Paris 
years earlier. 

In the aftermath, Livingston could not have handled the matter 
worse. He wrote numerous accounts to friends, all telling how close 
he had been to the deal, and how wrong and unnecessary it was for 
Monroe to have been sent, arriving just in time to take all the credit. 
In fact, Monroe did no such thing. He had tried to include Liv- 
ingston as an equal colleague in victory. But it was hard to send any 
compliments in Livingston’s direction when the latter was making 
himself so shrill and petty. Monroe ended by saying of Livingston, 
“The most difficult, vexatious, and embarrassing part of my labor 
has been with my associate.” 

Since Monroe’s behavior was so far above reproach, Livingston 
took to saying that “friends of Monroe” were trying to give him all 
the credit, as in this fatally lengthy letter of November 15, 1803, to 
Secretary Madison, who was bound to deplore the effort. It included 
this passage: 


This letter [one in which Livingston had warned that no 
course but war could possibly save New Orleans] is very 
imprudently shown and spoken of by Mr. Monroe’s par- 
ticular friends as a proof that he had been a principal 
agent in the negotiation. So far, indeed, as it may tend to 
this object, it is of little moment, because facts and dates 
are too well known to be contradicted. For instance, it is 
known to everyone here that the Consul had taken his 


resolution to sell previous to Mr. Monroe’s arrival... 
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Even this short excerpt contains a stark untruth. When he says 
that “facts and dates are too well known,” Livingston is referring to 
his own version of facts and dates, which are fictitious. Napoleon 
had authorized Marbois to sell Louisiana, but at the price of one 
hundred million francs, which Livingston had called exorbitant (and 
Marbois agreed). There had been no counteroffer by Livingston, and 
there was simply no agreement. The approach to a negotiation and 
a potential agreement was obvious, but its effect is sullied by being 
wrapped up with a lie. 

Perversely, Livingston persisted in showing his disappointment 
rather than accepting the equal credit that Monroe was quite willing 
to give him. Under pressure from his party and his state to clarify 
how the Louisiana Purchase was achieved, Monroe finally sent a 
written statement to Virginia legislators, making it clear that 
Napoleon had not finally made up his mind until he had learned via 
the semaphore that Monroe was arriving. He did not, however, 
claim that any merit of his had brought about the conclusion. In the 
main, he correctly attributed success to the firmness of the adminis- 
tration’s policy, which caused Napoleon to see that the arrival of the 
special envoy was a time for decision. 

Monroe tried hard to avoid a challenge that would have hope- 
lessly exposed Livingston. And even when the latter went on with 
behavior that led to the greater disgust of Madison and Jefferson, Mon- 
roe asked that there be no public exposure “with respect to this old 
friend...who should be treated with the utmost kindness possible.” 

But not even Monroe’s astonishingly forgiving nature made him 
want to see anyone with such a flawed character as Livingston 
brought close to the presidency of the nation. To be on the safe side, 
Monroe suggested that his colleague be kept on in Paris long enough 
to ensure that he could not get back home in time to seek the vice- 


presidential nomination. Because it was Monroe’s idea, it can be 
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accepted as a high-minded one; but it also happened to contain a 
political component that made Madison accept it at once, adding a 
typically demeaning thought that Livingston “would probably be 
flattered at being asked to stay.” Political developments had already 
put the vice presidency out of Livingston’s reach, as George Clinton 
had clinched the nomination in February 1804 before Madison’s 
suggestion reached Madison. Livingston was nonetheless happy to 
stay in Paris for two more years. 

That Livingston was trying to take credit for the Louisiana Pur- 
chase became well known after the treaty was concluded. And while 
some, especially in New York, agreed, Livingston’s aggressiveness 
diminished the number of well-wishers. Worse yet, any sympathy he 
might have enjoyed was damaged when insiders whispered sugges- 
tions about his outright wrongdoings. For one thing, he had widely 
broadcast the fact that Americans with claims against France were 
going to be paid—in order to boost his vice-presidential chances— 
when that information was still a state secret. (Livingston later 
finessed this rather well in a letter to Jefferson, writing flatly that he 
had made sure the claimants were informed, lest they abandon their 
claims to speculators for trifling sums when their success was almost 
assured.) 

He further infuriated Madison by publishing in the gazettes a 
letter from his supporter James Swan that credited Livingston's long 
memorandum proposing a new trade policy for France with having 
brought about the Louisiana Purchase and was written in a way that, 
in Madison’s words, “makes him Magnus Apollo.” Madison “found 
it hard to believe” that Livingston had publicized his suggestion of 
a Franco-American alliance, for that amounted to a confession of 
guilt. In effect, it proposed a new foreign policy for the United 
States, despite the fact that no qualified American authority had 


approved any such notion. As Madison saw it by that time, 
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Livingston had been guilty of serious misconduct in his job—and 
then took pains to unwittingly spread the word of what he had done. 

Livingston went farther and actually falsified documents, 
attempting to prove a point by altering dates—and in one case, on 
a letter of which the original, bearing the right date, was in the State 
Department files! He wrote Madison that his hasty note to Monroe, 
with the unfortunate remark that nothing but war would accom- 
plish any purpose, was written “under the influence of...ideas 
excited by these prevarications of the minister.” Blaming Talleyrand 
for his own skewed remarks would have been simply silly, even if the 
dates had supported his argument. But his note to Monroe had been 
written on April 10, whereas Minister Talleyrand’s “exciting” sug- 
gestion was not made until the following day—and copies of both 
documents were in the State Department’s files. Livingston’s note 
begging Talleyrand for a statement is in the French Archives, clearly 
showing April 12 as the date. But he actually altered this date in his 
own letter book, scratching a 0 over the 2 to make it appear that it 
had been done on Easter Sunday, the 10th. The altered figure is not 
craftily inserted, and the 2 is visible under the 0. 

Despite this period of dangerous imbalance, Livingston regained 
his equilibrium, thoroughly enjoyed the farewell dinner that 
Marbois gave when he left his Paris post in 1805, and lived on for a 
happy decade as lord of the manor in Clermont, New York. 
Livingston resumed being a distinguished agricultural pioneer, and 
his handbook Essay on Sheep became well known in its field, 
although it is safe to say that James Madison never bought a copy. 


Livingston would have been greatly distressed had he lived to see 
the whole of the devastating turn that was to come in the life of 
Marbois, for whom he felt real affection. Marbois, in turn, had been 


so loyal to the New Yorker that he risked embarrassment and possible 
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censure from the First Consul in his repeated attempts to steer any 
new proposals toward Livingston, rather than Monroe. But aston- 
ishingly, the normally dismissive Napoleon, who had been a little 
more respectful to Livingston than to most foreigners, seemed to 
join in this Marbois-Livingston chemistry. In the late stages of nego- 
tiation, one of Napoleon’s firmest remarks was “Don’t wait for Mon- 
roe.” And to Marbois, he said, “Well, you're the Finance Minister. 
You tell him the price.” That meant, You, as opposed to Talleyrand, 
and it has often been taken to include the thought, / know you wont 
take a big slice for yourself, as Talleyrand would. 

Marbois was given a very handsome bonus by Napoleon, who 
belatedly remembered that the price his treasury minister won for 
him was many millions more than the minimum he had set. He gave 
Marbois 192,000 francs (nearly $40,000) with these words: “To give 
evidence of my satisfaction with your important work. You have 
won for the Republic ten millions [two million dollars] more than 
the amount called for by your instructions.” And there were more 
sentences of praise for his achievements in general. 

But after further honors had been bestowed on him in 1805, 
rumors of a financial scandal in the Imperial Army caused a loss of 
confidence in France’s money and sent the value of banknotes down 
by 15 percent. The people were infuriated, and public disorders 
erupted. The minister of finance was the natural one to blame, 
although his only fault was in having looked rather helpless during 
the affair. Napoleon, returning home from his brilliant victory at 
Austerlitz, called Marbois on the carpet, talked to him scathingly, 
and dismissed him on the spot. With tears in his eyes, Marbois said 
only, “I dare to hope that Your Majesty does not accuse me of being 
a thief.” 

“T'd prefer that a hundred times over,” was Napoleon’s retort. 


“Misbehavior at least has its limits. Stupidity has none.” 
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But Napoleon remembered Marbois’s honesty and accuracy, so in 
1808 he named him first president of the Court des Comtes (Court 
of Accounts), which was a perfect assignment for the numbers- 
oriented public servant. He plunged into this new work joyfully. But 
in a sense, it dealt Marbois a deadly blow. The man who had once 
been hardy enough to survive a tropical island that killed most others 
and who had come back to Paris full of energy was now so over- 
whelmed to be recalled from his disgrace that he became the worst 
flatterer in France. His love for Napoleon was boundless, and he stood 
to shout it in public. In 1809, when the emperor returned from a trip 
to Spain, Marbois greeted him with, “When you are away, there is no 
basis for happiness. Your presence fulfills all our hopes, all our affec- 
tions.” The flowery talk grew even worse and continued almost until 
Napoleon fell for the first time. But then, in April 1814, it was Mar- 
bois, as head of the Court des Comtes, who had to process and sign 
some of the separation papers that sent the emperor on his way and 
other documents that welcomed the returning Bourbon royals. 

At that point, it was noticed that Marbois’s flattery was not 
reserved for Napoleon alone, but for anyone who had power over 
him. He was soon heard to lavish on the Comte d’Artois, lieutenant 
general of the new regime, some of the very same phrases that he had 
slathered on Napoleon. His obsequious praise became well known, 
and when Napoleon escaped from Elba and returned for the “Hun- 
dred Days,” Marbois had to go into hiding. After the emperor was 
sent to his last exile, Marbois came back yet again with the honeyed 
phrases that he did not deliver especially well, and it is suspected 
that one of the Bourbons told him of his disgust and ordered him to 
leave Paris permanently. His life ended in disgrace three years later, 
in 1834, at age ninety-two. 

There are French persons who recall this historical figure as one 


who had long fooled the whole world about his true nature, then 
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was exposed as the characterless buffoon that he had always been. 
Considering the fact that nothing of this kind had even been sus- 
pected through sixty years of a very active political life, it seems like- 
lier that the early Marbois was a decent public figure, while the later 
performances were tragic evidence of how a ruler’s hunger for praise 


can destroy his own judgment and that of the people around him. 


Napoleon Bonaparte was justified in seeing himself as a winner 
for having sold Louisiana. Letting go of the Territory had not been 
a sentimental wrench, even though some imagined that it was. The 
First Consul found it easy to sell land he had never seen and that 
would be valueless to France if Saint Domingue were not available 
as a base and source of supply. 

After Britain’s 1803 declaration of war on France, the British 
were soon blockading Saint Domingue and bombarding its coast. 
The mere fact that the island was totally lost by the end of 1803— 
with all the remaining French soldiers and eighteen thousand civil- 
ian refugees departing in November—shows how little value nearby 
Louisiana would have had for Napoleon if he had retained it. 

On January 1, 1804, the island that had been the heart of 
France’s interests in the Americas would become an independent 
black nation under Dessalines, who later imitated Napoleon by hav- 
ing himself crowned emperor. But the once-beautiful land had suf- 
fered so much destruction that it had only the bleakest legacy to pass 
on to the republic that took the old Arawak name of Haiti. 
Dessalines wrote a proclamation, saying, “Accursed be the French 
name! We declare eternal hatred for France!” But he was assassinated 
within three years, and as a small new Haitian elite formed, it turned 
out to be completely French, in language, law, and letters. 

The deal that Napoleon won was also remarkably good in view 


of the fact that some of the land he sold had never actually belonged 
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to France at all. When Spain gave Louisiana to France, it apparently 
did not intend to cede either of the Floridas. But Napoleon slyly pre- 
tended to believe—and encouraged the U.S. to believe—that the 
Louisiana Purchase included the Floridas. Marbois, writing years 
later about the negotiations, said the Americans insisted on a defini- 
tion of this “Louisiana” that their country was buying, and he told 
them that Florida could not be mentioned, for it would cause prob- 
lems with Spain. They were to accept the idea that they were buying 
exactly what France had received from Spain—whatever that was. 
On this flimsy basis, the United States quietly considered that it had 
a claim to Florida, and then was able to confirm it by waging a 
minor military action and making a small cash payment years later. 
But Spain never did agree that it had let Florida go before that. So 
Napoleon's sale of such questionable holdings for any kind of spend- 
able cash appears to be—to put a polite word on it—rather astute. 

A critic of Napoleon could find reason to say that after having 
cleverly taken Louisiana from Spain, he had conducted this whole 
matter in as haphazard a way as anyone could imagine, setting two 
ministers on the same task, tossing out random numbers as the sale 
price he would accept, and then appearing to have forgotten what he 
had said. But it is more instructive to focus on the astonishing fact 
that Napoleon calmly digested the words of both Madison and Liv- 
ingston—actually using some of their very phrases that had been 
reported to him—as reasons for favoring the sale over the retention of 
the Louisiana colony. Then, far from “squandering the money on 
war,” as some might see it, he used it in setting up a rise to new 
heights. 

The war that came almost immediately was a very successful one, 
bringing him his greatest victory, and should not be confused with the 
eventual disasters that led to Elba and St. Helena. In March 1803, 


Napoleon had staged a violent tirade against the British ambassador, 
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Lord Whitworth, over the English insistence on occupying Malta. 
This caused the envoy to leave France, and led George III to declare 
war against France on May 18, two weeks after the Louisiana sale had 
been made. In the three turbulent years that followed, Napoleon con- 
trived to be crowned emperor and mounted a project to invade Eng- 
land, but swerved away from it at the last moment and marched his 
Grand Army into Germany instead. This surprise set the stage for his 
most brilliant victory at Austerlitz, crushing the armies of Austria and 
Prussia and setting the Russians to flight, making him the master of 
the entire continent. It would be wrong to pretend that the American 
money had made this possible. More accurately, the money helped, 
and the freedom Napoleon gained from being diverted by any 
Louisiana adventure helped far more. 

The First Consul seemed to feel the need of defending his deci- 
sion to sell by dramatizing his cleverness in giving up the Territory. 
This has led to colorful quotations, some of which appear to be 
credible. It is said that he cited the problems he was creating for 
Britain by making their former colonies into a growing giant that 
would be hard to deal with. According to Marbois’s Histoire de la 
Louisiane, it was more simply stated, “I regard the colony as already 
lost, and it seems to me that in the hands of this newborn power, it 
will be more useful to the policy and even to the commerce of 
France, than if I should try to retain it.” He probably offered vari- 
ous versions of this theme at different times. Because Marbois was 
so conscientious about protecting the man he served, it is likely that 
he selected this statesmanlike remark in preference to the one 
quoted by another serious biographer: “I have given to England a 
maritime rival which will sooner or later humble her pride.” But 
since few Europeans in that day felt much confidence that the young 
United States would survive as a nation, Napoleon may not have been 


all that certain of what the sale would mean in terms of American 
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greatness and British discomfiture. He was much more convinced 
that the cash benefit would be important to him in the new war he 
was facing. 

But the prescient wisdom of one thing the First Consul defi- 
nitely said overrides all the others. Although the robustness of 
today’s United States is no guarantee of its duration, this rather wist- 
ful remark of Napoleon’s appears likely to remain valid for many 
more years: “Perhaps it will be objected that the Americans may be 
found too powerful for Europe in two or three centuries. But my 


foresight does not embrace such remote fears.” 


Of the French players, only Talleyrand might be said to have had 
a more successful post-treaty life than the emperor. His honors kept 
multiplying to the end. Talleyrand’s recollection that he had been 
the least influential of the French negotiators in the Paris talks dis- 
tressed him very little, for his long-term thinking and constant 
search for new openings made any failure merely a prelude to the 
next opportunity. And, in fact, some of the brightest moments in his 
half-century diplomatic career were still ahead of him. 

The secret cornerstone of that career was, quite unbelievably, to 
work toward “lasting brotherhood between France and England,” as 
he had said frankly to the French Assembly in 1791. This remained 
a fixed idea, even when he was to be a leading counselor of men who 
steadily planned war with England, and especially of Napoleon, who 
lived for such a war. 

While Napoleon seemed out of sorts with his foreign minister 
during the Louisiana talks, he never let many weeks go by without 
soliciting new ideas from him and taking soundings of how Tal- 
leyrand was assessing the ongoing situation. Their close association 
continued until 1807, when Talleyrand resigned as foreign minister 


because Napoleon was determined to destroy the Spanish Bourbons. 
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Only then did Napoleon realize how strongly his foreign minister 
opposed his policies, putting the welfare of France ahead of the 
emperor's glory. 

Nevertheless, as a going-away gift, the emperor did name him 
His Most Serene Highness, the Prince of Benevento (a small enclave 
in the kingdom of Naples), and he was called Prince Talleyrand from 
then on. The emperor also named him Vice-Grand Elector of the 
Empire (which a wag said was, “The only Vice he lacked.”) Both 
titles carried substantial annual revenues. And up to the time of his 
death, Napoleon frequently moaned, “Why on earth did Talleyrand 
give up the Foreign Ministry? My affairs always prospered when he 
was handling them.” 

However, after Napoleon’s fall, Talleyrand supported a return of 
the Bourbons to the throne. He had the personal triumph of seem- 
ing so much the true soul of France that the Czar Alexander and the 
Triple Alliance that stormed into Paris would not hear of any new 
government that was not headed by Prince Talleyrand. 

The prince arranged this elevation by declaring himself presi- 
dent of the Assembly in a totally illegal fashion. He had 64 Senate 
votes out of 140 members, announced that he had won, and closed 
the meeting, instantly becoming the most powerful man in France. 
The Allies found it useful to accept him as being the voice of the 
nation, and the victorious Czar Alexander again declared himself 
impressed. At Talleyrand’s behest and without hesitation, the Senate 
then confirmed Louis XVIII as king. So he had put the Bourbons 
back on the throne, but Napoleon’s prediction, “They will kick Tal- 
leyrand out,” proved exactly right. The Bourbons had never forgiven 
him for having helped Napoleon to set up his own throne. The 
prince was not distressed by this decision, for his old physical lazi- 
ness still made him prefer to avoid administrative duties that went 


with forming and running a government. 
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Talleyrand, however, was not through. After almost fifteen years 
of comfortable retirement, he came back to help Louis-Philippe 
become king in 1830. He was not anxious to be given other respon- 
sibilities, but this king was, at last, one who wanted the close rela- 
tionship with Britain that Talleyrand had always sought. So when he 
implored the prince to become his envoy, Talleyrand accepted. This 
time around, as ambassador to London, he was treated as an almost 
mythical figure, and his brief stay was a thoroughly happy one. 

His personal life was as scandalous as ever. There was an unusual 
bond between him and a niece, Dorothea, that made the young lady 
leave her husband in order to be with her uncle. The relationship 
made other women of the court tend to snub Dorothea, but Tal- 
leyrand paid as little attention as ever to the opinions of others. 

He was eighty when he retired from the London post. He went 
back to beautiful Valencay, in the Loire Valley, and lived sumptu- 
ously to age eighty-three. His last three and a half years there were 
tranquil and happy. He knew himself to be the most honored elder 
statesman of France and of Europe. He was enormously rich. His 
house was almost always full of guests, who never seemed to be put 
off by his caustic wit, and no visitor left without a supply of sharp 
remarks to spread throughout Paris. Typically, one of the last of these 
bon mots concerned an especially flat-chested lady who insisted on 
wearing outrageous decolletage: “It would be impossible for her to 
uncover more or to reveal less.” And Parisians, hearing this witti- 
cism, rejoiced that the sly old prince was still himself. 

But he also wrote numerous notes and documents of a very seri- 
ous nature toward the end of his life. One strange paper set forth 
assertions about what he claimed was his lifelong adherence to cer- 
tain guiding principles. Some historians believe he wrote out these 
views in order to contradict anything against him that might be 


found in Napoleon’s memoirs. But Talleyrand, at the end of his self- 
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justifying paper, appended these further lines that are less easily 


explained: 


Placed by Bonaparte himself in the position of having to 
choose between France and him, I could only make the 
choice dictated by my primary duty....Nonetheless, I 
shall remember even in my last hour, that he was my 
benefactor, for the fortune that I leave to my nephews 
comes to me, in large part, from him. My nephews 
should not only never forget this, but they should teach 
it to their children, and their children to their own chil- 
dren, so that the remembrance of it shall become perpet- 
ual in my family, from generation to generation. If ever 
a man bearing the name of Bonaparte shall be in a finan- 
cial position where he has need of aid or assistance, he 
shall obtain from my immediate heirs, or from their 
descendants, whatever assistance that it may be in their 
power to render him. 

One of the happier reflections on the Louisiana Purchase came 
from a man who might well be considered a member of the U.S. 
team, even if his status was unofficial. When the treaty was con- 
cluded on April 30, 1803, Pierre Samuel du Pont wrote to Jeffer- 
son, “Let me congratulate the United States and yourself on the 
wisdom through which, avoiding a war that would have thrown 
you into the arms of a redoubtable ally, you have acquired without 
shedding blood a territory ten times in extent and in fertility as the 
one you desired.” 

Jefferson replied, “For myself and for my country, I thank you 


for the aids you have given...and I congratulate you on having lived 
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to give those aids in a transaction replete with blessings to unborn 
millions of men, and which will mark the face of a portion of the 
globe so extensive as that which now composes the United States of 
America.” 

More tangibly, Jefferson also wrote to Henry Dearborn, the sec- 
retary of war, urging him to consider placing some of his orders for 
gunpowder with the E.I. du Pont Company, explaining, “I should 
be the more grateful as it would gratify his father, who has been a 
faithful and useful friend to this country.” After explaining some of 
Pierre Samuel’s specific aid to Jefferson when he was serving in 
France, he added words that embody a volume of meaning, consid- 
ering how rarely presidents can be expected to share credit for their 
accomplishments: “On the late occasion too of Louisiana, though he 
does not bring himself into view, I am satisfied that his just views of 
the subject have enabled him to make those energetic representa- 
tions to Talleyrand, Marbois, and others about the Consul, which 
his intimacy with them favored, and must have sensibly favored the 
result obtained.” 

Secretary Dearborn was very anti-French, and he was much 
annoyed at being told to order the “foreign” gunpowder. But as the 
shipments came in and the material was tested, Dearborn relented 
and agreed that it was not only a fine product, but the finest in the 


world, even superior to the British. 


Like a symphony that seems to have had a triumphant ending 
but then goes on, the loudest sounds were yet to come. As subse- 
quent conflicts have demonstrated, wars are seldom won until 
troops move in on foot. The United States owned Louisiana, but 
another power, Great Britain, had not stopped resenting the mag- 


nificent purchase, and was planning to take it by force. 


A TERRITORY 
ON THE MOVE 


n November 30, 1803, Pierre Clément de Laussat, a represen- 
Or. of France, was part of a ceremony in which France 
finally took formal possession of Louisiana. After the keys to the city 
and the forts were handed to him on a silver platter, he went out to 
the balcony with the Spanish officials, and saw the Spanish flag 
taken down and the French flag raised. He declared that the Span- 
ish government of the territory no longer existed, and he appointed 
French Creoles to all the offices that had been vacated. France then 
began its twenty-day rule over Louisiana. 

On the next day, December 1, Laussat gave a huge féte to honor 
the French flag. The seventy-five guests were French, Spanish, and 
American. Toasts were drunk to all three nations in their three lan- 
guages. The remaining nineteen days followed a similar pattern, 
with banquets where twenty kinds of gumbo were served, and balls 
that went on for six or eight hours. Laussat, who wrote repeatedly 
about the great beauties who had been assembled “to adorn all the 


balconies in the square and to fill the eleven galleries of the city 
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hall,” also noted that these lands were some of the richest areas in 
the entire world and that “the Americans would have given 
$50,000,000 rather than not have possessed it.” 

According to the new American governor, William C.C. Claiborne, 
who took over on December 20, “the Government of the United States 
was received with joy and gratitude by the people.” Others said that the 
French Creoles, in particular, were less than enthusiastic when they 
found France forcing them into the arms of American strangers, 
although Delaware's Senator Wells must have been relieved to learn that 
there was no move to “attack and slay” the small force of American 
troops that had been assembled at Fort Adams in Mississippi and 
brought in under the command of General James Wilkinson. 

The first time France had given away Louisiana, to Spain in 
1762, the French residents had been utterly dismayed. It is said that 
some wrote back to France declaring that because theirs had been a 
French colony for more than sixty years, they considered themselves 
just as much Frenchmen as if they had lived in Paris. When the next 
change of title occurred, however, there was no such definite sense 
of loss. Although Spain had owned the area since 1762, French had 
continued to be the predominant language. The officials had been 
Spanish for nearly forty years, but the people had become so min- 
gled and diversified that mixed race and mixed ethnicity was the 
order of the day. Moreover, being such a near neighbor of the United 
States had been more meaningful than the matter of ownership. It is 
astonishing to realize how early in its life the United States became 
a super-nation, in the sense that it had an above-normal effect on 
other countries. Part of this was from the appeal of its Constitution, 
its democracy, and its emphasis on freedoms. But a substantial part 
was due to the speed of growth that was enriching so many persons 


and the promise that this held for many more. 
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There were people in New Orleans who feared the loss of their 
old ways and resented the new power. There were probably more 
who felt stimulated by the thought that these Americans were going 
to bring new ways that might spell better living. And there was pre- 
sumably a majority who felt a nonchalant willingness to see what the 
new era would bring. 

The total area that was to become the state of Louisiana had no 
more than fifty thousand people, only ten thousand of whom lived 
in and around New Orleans. The city was described as having 
unpaved streets littered with trash and garbage. The wooden build- 
ings were unpainted. Yet an observer who was more forthright than 
diplomatic said, “It compared favorably with most Latin American, 
French, or Spanish towns of its size.” 

A few hundred American businesspeople lived there, mostly 
working for commission houses that had been opened by companies 
based in New York, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. These enterprises 
began to expand and to be joined by other American firms soon 
after 1803. To the people living there at the time, progress in mod- 
ernizing and improving the city and state seemed very slow. But in 
fact, an astonishing amount of progress occurred in the nine years 
until Congress approved a constitution and accepted Louisiana as a 
new state. Governor Claiborne, who had been only twenty-eight 
years old when he became the territorial governor, continued in the 
office until an election could be held, and he showed sound judg- 
ment, both in normal administration and in dealing with the 
unusual threat that the Spanish still presented. 

It was worrisome that some of the Spanish officials who had 
governed Louisiana remained in New Orleans long after the Amer- 
ican takeover. Claiborne thought they might be stirring up trouble 


in the area where Spain’s Texas holdings bordered western Louisiana. 
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Early in 1806, he sent Casa Calvo, the former governor, a passport 
with a note that said, “Best wishes for the health and happiness of 
the nobleman whose presence has become so unacceptable.” The 
furious Casa Calvo and other former officials left, but there was still 
a Spanish army operating in east Texas and making an issue of where 
Louisiana’s western border should be. The Louisiana Purchase treaty 
had not fixed the definite line, and the Americans claimed it to be 
the Sabine River. The Spanish said it should be east of the Calcasieu 
River, making the land between the two into the infamous “Sabine 
Strip’—land that many lawless people fled to, where robberies and 
murders of traveling traders were all too frequent. An American mil- 
itary post had to be established at a border town called Natchitoches 
to patrol the area. 

A more normal administrative problem was dealing with crime 
in New Orleans itself, and Claiborne had to create a police force 
from scratch. This consisted of men armed with spears and heavy 
swords, and it was called the garde de ville because Claiborne tried to 
cater to the feelings of the French population whenever possible. For 
the same reason, all laws were written in both French and English, 
and all juries were made up of both French- and English-speaking 
persons. In short, this neighboring area that some Americans had 
long thought of as virtually a part of the United States now had to 
be treated as newly acquired foreign territory, yet Americanized as 
rapidly and thoughtfully as possible. 

Building new roads, establishing a mail service carried by men 
on horseback, and, most of all, education were key issues to be 
addressed. This last was the knottiest of problems, because the Cre- 
oles were nearly all Catholics and wanted only church-run schools 
for their children. Governor Claiborne was a firm believer in pub- 
lic education, demanding “a school in every neighborhood.” But 


although he got an act passed in 1805, there were only three 
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public schools in existence when statehood came to Louisiana seven 


years later. 


One of Claiborne’s closest advisers, and a leading lawyer in the 
community, was Edward Livingston of New York, the brother of 
Chancellor Robert Livingston, who had played such a large role in 
the purchase of Louisiana. Although Robert was seventeen years 
older than Edward and had overseen his education because of their 
father’s death, Edward was even more brilliant and had a much 
steadier character. He had been admitted to the bar at age nineteen, 
and as years went on, it became clear that under his agreeable man- 
ner lay one of the finest legal minds of his day. His presence in New 
Orleans helped to make the years after the Louisiana Purchase excit- 
ing ones for his older brother. 

Robert Livingston, while staying on for a time as American 
envoy to Paris, had come to know Robert Fulton and even put his 
own creative mind into proposing certain engineering changes for 
Fulton’s newly invented steamboat. Fulton had given a number of 
demonstrations of his invention in Brest, one ending badly, followed 
by several more that were triumphs. 

Napoleon Bonaparte, who was just then considering a variety of 
bizarre methods for somehow floating an army across the Channel 
on a foggy day to invade Britain, had refused even to look at Ful- 
ton’s steamboat. The First Consul said, “In all capital cities there are 
hordes of adventurers and schemers offering to all sovereigns various 
alleged miracles which exist only in their imaginations. They are 
nothing but charlatans and impostors, and this American is one of 
them. Don’t tell me any more about him.” 

No one will ever know whether that snap judgment may have 
been Napoleon’s greatest mistake, but it is a curious fact that his old 


negotiating adversary, Robert Livingston, turned this invention into 
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an enormous personal success. In addition to his technical sugges- 
tions, he invested cash in Fulton’s venture, and the partners had a 
peerless New Orleans lawyer, Edward Livingston, of course, to 
process their request for monopoly rights to operate steamships— 
not simply in the immediate area of New Orleans, but for the entire 
length of the Mississippi River. This extraordinary privilege was ulti- 
mately reversed by the United States Supreme Court some years 
later, but by then, Fulton and Livingston had prospered far beyond 
their original hopes. 


ee) 
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When Louisiana formally became a state on April 30, 1812, 
exactly nine years after the Louisiana Purchase treaty had made it 
American property, its state-wide population had already risen from 
fifty thousand at the time of the Purchase to more than seventy- 
seven thousand. It was expected that the free citizens who could now 
vote for their own government would topple Claiborne, whose serv- 
ice up to that time had continued to be as an appointed governor. 
The Creoles had a favorite of their own, Jacques Villeré, who was 
considered a sure winner. 

The result was a surprise, showing that Claiborne’s earnest 
efforts to teach responsible self-government had taken hold with 
unusual speed. Enough Creoles understood the merit of Claiborne’s 
efforts, and crossed ethnic lines to vote for him. He won and served 
four more years as governor before being elected a United States 
senator in 1816. 

Populating the huge territory north of the state was not a uni- 
formly swift process. Most of the nearly nine hundred thousand 
square miles was remarkably empty at the time of the Purchase. 
The best estimate for total population of the entire area purchased 
in 1803—excluding Florida, which was not confirmed as belonging 


to the United States until 1819—is approximately one hundred 
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forty-six thousand persons, of whom about half were in the part that 
was to become the state of Louisiana. (For perspective, the entire 
nation’s population was about five and one half million in 1803, 
with less than four hundred thousand classified as “urban dwellers” 
and the rest as “rural.” So while the Louisiana Purchase added 100 
percent to the nation’s land area, it increased population by only 
about 3 percent.) Beyond that, only Missouri, Mississippi, Iowa, 
and Oklahoma barely touched double digits in population count. 
Some other areas that would be reaching for statehood within 
decades were virtually empty, with only one or two persons per 
square mile. Of the few white inhabitants, a considerable percentage 
were fur trappers, some of whom had very profitable businesses; but 
they were active competitors and had no reason to form communi- 
ties. Similarly, breeding horses for sale to the Native Americans had 
become a bustling business without creating cities or villages. The 
relatively few settlers who had managed to build homes and to coex- 
ist with the Native Americans were clustered along the banks of 
rivers, such as the Arkansas River and the Red River. A number of 
years passed before settled farmers or merchants began to appear 
well north of Louisiana. 

Thomas Jefferson, who had underplayed the need for expansion 
in his first inaugural address by calling America, “a chosen country, 
with room enough for our descendants to the thousandth and thou- 
sandth generation,” had already been active much earlier in encour- 
aging and helping to fund expeditions into the west that would 
invade the territories of European powers. Just a month before that 
inaugural occasion, he had asked young Meriwether Lewis to be 
making plans for a major western exploration, relying partly on the 
usual excuse that botanical and other scientific research was the 
principal object. But with the conclusion of the Louisiana Purchase, 


subterfuges were no longer needed. Lewis and his partner, William 
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Clark, set out with a forty-man party early in 1804, leaving Illinois 
and moving up the Missouri River as far as the region that was to 
become North Dakota. 

As authors Robert V. Hine and John Mack Faragher have shown 
in a recent interpretive history of The American West, there had been 
truth in the French claim that they became closer to the Native 
American tribes than the British or Americans ever had. Lewis and 
Clark found French traders with Native American wives living com- 
fortably among Native Americans who were settled farming people. 
And these same authors have pointed out that the surge in use of 
horses by Native Americans had enabled them—rather than Euro- 
peans—to reclaim the North American heartland and exploit the 
huge buffalo herds after a long drought had depopulated the plains. 

The Native Americans themselves had already dropped to an 
astonishingly small number. Some believe there were no more than 
one hundred thousand alive in North America in 1803, a great many 
having perished in wars between tribes, and even more having been 
killed by the long drought, by disease, and by the privations forced 
on them by white expansionism. 

This makes it all the more tragic to find that Professor Anthony 
EC. Wallace, University of Pennsylvania anthropologist, has 
pointed to Thomas Jefferson as “the planner of cultural genocide,” 
one that further decimated the native Americans. He believes Jef- 
ferson’s deeply controlling temperament, his conviction that he 
knew what was best for everybody, was the reason he could have 
presided over policies such as he advocated in this letter to a friend, 
which was able to make a harsh program of extinction sound like 


beneficence: 


I believe the business of hunting is insufficient to furnish 


clothing and subsistence to the Indians. The promotion of 
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Agriculture, therefore, and household manufacture are essen- 
tial in their preservation, and I am disposed to aid and 
encourage it liberally. This will enable them to live on much 
smaller portions of land....While they are learning to do bet- 
ter on less land, our increasing numbers will call for more 
land, and thus a coincidence of interests will be pro- 
duced....It is probable that this idea may be so novel as that 
it might shock the Indians, were it even hinted to them. ...Of 


course you will keep it for your own reflection. 


President Jefferson put these thoughts into action. In 1803, at 
the very time of his exceptional achievement in expanding the 
nation, he made a plan that resulted in a dramatic shrinkage of the 
land area held by the large Kaskaskias tribe that lived in a village 
along the Mississippi about sixty miles south of St. Louis. The tribal 
chief, Jean-Baptiste du Coigne, had met Jefferson twenty years ear- 
lier and named his infant son after Governor Jefferson, as he was at 
the time. Now Jefferson suggested to one of his operatives that a spy 
be sent into du Coigne’s village to learn facts that would help them 
arrange a deal whereby they would take all the tribe’s lands and give 
them a reservation of just 350 acres. In return, the United States 
promised to protect the Kaskaskias from other tribes, grant them a 
$1,000 annuity, and pay the expenses of a priest who would give 
them seven years of basic schooling. For du Coigne himself, a spe- 
cial house and the use of one hundred acres was given as reward for 
approving this larcenous exchange. 

To Jefferson and to many other Americans of the time, this 
treatment of the Native Americans was a necessary and sensible part 
of the ongoing growth of the white population. Although statistics 
are not reliable, it is estimated that the country’s urban population 


grew eightfold in the fifty years between 1790 and 1840, so it may 
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have increased as much as 50 percent in the first decade after the 
Louisiana Purchase. Just as important as numbers was the great 
surge in quality of life. The demand for food products and for bread- 
stuffs drove farms to produce more meat, milk, vegetables, and the 
grains that would make cheaper and better-packaged flour a new sta- 
ple of American life. The interchange between city dwellers and 
their nearby suppliers began to make transportation a much livelier 
subject. The improved roads and canals gave a great impetus to the 
American desire to travel just for travel’s sake, which was noted by 
every observant foreign visitor. 

The Universal Traveller said soon after this, “The great thorough- 
fares heading west are thronged with a singular assemblage of travel- 
ers, a great wave of motion.” A Louisville, Kentucky, newspaper noted 
that, “Several times during the last week the road was literally filled 
with movers,” although there were complaints that they were often 
traveling on inferior roads because America’s road-building methods 
lagged behind those of Europe. Kentuckians and Ohioans who could 
pole their flatboats down the Mississippi to market at New Orleans 
were far better off than the teamsters who tried to drive huge wag- 
ons along rutted roads. Still, with a six-horse team pulling a four-ton 
load, good teamsters could do twenty-five to thirty miles per day. 
The most important thing was how much business there was to be 
done—how much new demand for services resulted from produc- 
tion and the turnover of goods and money. Very soon after the 
Louisiana Purchase, planners were talking about starting stagecoach 
connections from Boston through to New Orleans and from New 
York City as far west as St. Louis. It took another dozen years to 
accomplish this feat, but by then Boston travelers could choose from 
more than sixty different stage routes, linking New England with 


many parts of the Louisiana Territory. 
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Like so many things American, the filling and enriching of the 
whole Louisiana Territory proceeded swiftly by European standards, 
even if it seemed ponderous to Americans during the first decade. 
This impression of disappointing expansion had briefly revived the 
old thought that the country may have taken on a burdensome 
amount of space. The excitement over the doubling of America had 
cooled. In the usual way that joy becomes jaded and victory begins 
to age, the problems of bigness had begun to seem weightier than its 
glories for a time. 

A Connecticut congressman, Roger Griswold, sounded a theme 
that many Americans started to feel within months of the great acqui- 
sition: “It is not consistent with the spirit of a republican government 
that its territory should be exceedingly large, for as you extend your 
limits you increase the difficulties arising from a want of that similar- 
ity of customs, habits, and manners so essential for its support....Our 
views were confined to New Orleans and the Floridas....[But now] 
the vast and unmanageable extent which the accession of Louisiana 
will give the United States...threatens at no very distant day, the sub- 
version of our Union.” It was more than just talk. Griswold and 
numerous other New England politicians were seriously discussing 
secession—forming a Northern Confederacy under the leadership of 
Vice President Aaron Burr, as part of a new nation divided into three 
republics: northern, southern, and western. 

Most people had a mental picture of what a normal country size 
should be. They were accustomed to smaller ones, as in Europe. The 
United States suddenly seemed in danger of becoming clumsily huge, 
as a giant would appear among men. Nearly nine hundred thousand 
square miles of almost virgin territory was emptiness indeed, and at 
first, it had seemed to fill hardly at all. Most of it was still a wilder- 
ness, largely uninhabited and not yet demanding much governance; 


this was not an immediate concern, only a fear for the future. But for 
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a time, the fear was shared by many Americans. The very thing that 
Madison had once told Pichon—falsely, attempting to send a message 
to Paris—seemed capable of coming to pass: the acquisition of the 
Louisiana Territory might break the country into parts. 

Jefferson, determined to maintain his deep belief in states’ rights, 
at least pretended that he could live with this division if it made the 
population of each portion happy. He talked, however, of two 
sections, not three—and called them the Atlantic and Mississippi 
Confederacies. “Those of the Western confederacy will be as much 
our children as those of the Eastern,” he said, “and I feel myself as 


much identified with that country in future as with this.” 


An even more serious problem that would not be settled for 
more than half a century was whether the blight of slavery would 
be allowed into the new territories. Although statistics were ques- 
tionable, there were thought to be about one million slaves in the 
Union, if men, women, and children were all included. Some 70 
percent of the slaves were clustered in a few southern states. But 
states that were in the process of formation tended to ask for the 
right to have slavery, which distressed a great many Americans who 
did not want to see the balance between slave states and free states 
worsen. The expansion of slavery eventually became a major issue, 
referred to as the Missouri Question, which was considered a wedge 
that might separate the Union. In this case, a compromise was 
arranged whereby Missouri entered the Union as a slave state while 
Maine, which separated from Massachusetts, became a free state. 
This division preserved the balance between slave and free states. 
Also, while there were to be no restrictions on slavery in Missouri, 
slavery in the rest of the territory acquired in the Louisiana Pur- 
chase was banned north of the parallel 36°30’ (north of Missouri’s 


southern border). 
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The disagreements over great size faded soon after the 1821 Mis- 
souri Compromise, as it became evident that much of the newly 
acquired area showed signs of quickly forming into more states that 
wanted to be part of the original United States. As if blown away by 
a fresh wind, the distaste for bigness soon gave way to complacency 
about the nation’s new shape and even a happy premonition that one 
day a single flag would fly over the whole continent. 

Everything seemed to come together in ways that encouraged 
more and more growth and feeling of community among people 
whose roots were so different and separate. Even a total eclipse of 
the sun on June 16, 1806, had been greeted with amazement as peo- 
ple in Massachusetts were told that the same strip of darkness was 
shadowing fellow Americans near the Canadian border who were 
barely starting to dream of the statehood that might take them 
decades to win. 

While some parts of the Louisiana Territory would remain 
underpopulated (such as North Dakota, which took eighty-six years 
to become a state with six hundred thousand people in 1889), oth- 
ers showed notably rapid growth: Louisiana, Mississippi, and Mis- 
souri led the way. Each of them could have been compared in area 
with some of the leading European nations. And they entered the 
Union as quite populous states, Louisiana with seventy-seven thou- 
sand people in 1812, Mississippi with more than twenty thousand 
in 1817, and Missouri with over forty thousand in 1821. Iowa, bris- 
tling with pride in its “Grade A Premium” land and boiling with 
scrappy politics, kept resisting statehood because of border disagree- 
ments and also because it liked having the federal government pay- 
ing many of its general expenses. It finally, almost reluctantly, agreed 
to become a state in 1846, when its population exceeded forty-five 
thousand. Many of the territories around it joined in the boast that 


they were “in the middle of the middle west,” and the nation had 
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firmly accepted them as fellow Americans even before formal state- 
hood was declared. 

A considerable rise in material standards was under way, too. 
Western houses up to that time had had primitive heating arrange- 
ments, very little furniture, and often a deep earthen hole in front of 
the fire where cooking was done. But by the early 1800s, goods that 
had been the trappings of luxury in colonial days were expected in 
most eastern white households. Soon, the homes that began to be 
built in the new states, while they seldom compared with homes in 
long-established cities of the northeast, were very close to the stan- 
dards of villagers in those older states. And whereas less than four hun- 
dred thousand Americans were classed as “urban dwellers” in the early 
1800s, that figure would climb even more steeply than the overall 
population with each decade, reaching two million by mid-century. 

The enormous expanse to the north and west of New Orleans, 
the key city that had been the primary object of the Louisiana Pur- 
chase, meant that thirteen new states would eventually be created, in 
whole or in substantial part, from the eight hundred seventy-five 
thousand square miles that had been bought. These, ascending from 
the Gulf of Mexico to the Canadian border, are Louisiana, Arkansas, 
Oklahoma, Missouri, Kansas, Iowa, Nebraska, Minnesota, South 
Dakota, North Dakota, Colorado, Wyoming, and Montana. Their 
movement into statehood would take most of the nineteenth cen- 
tury, but during that period, there was little question that the peo- 
ple of the east were part of the process. Even those who never 
planned a trip to the west coast thought of it as part of their coun- 
try, and most would have fought to defend it. 

The importance of expansion for America was no longer an 
issue. James Madison had won another major point, for he had long 


insisted that expansion was at the heart of the American political 
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system, saying, “Extend the sphere, and you make it less probable 
that a majority of the whole will have a common motive to invade 
the rights of other citizens.” He foresaw, “One great, respectable, 
and flourishing empire.” As was so often the case, Madison’s words 
came to be heard from others. Several of the founding fathers, 
including George Washington, used the word “empire,” not in the 
sense of dominion over other nations, but of sheer national expanse, 
and it was taken for granted that movement from east to west would 


be the means of achieving this grandeur. 
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THE 
LONG SEQUEL 


or all Jefferson’s talk of war, the excitement of the Louisiana Pur- 
F chase had been entirely cerebral. But its true end came only with 
war—and a battle that was to go down as a memorable event in mil- 
itary history. Before this, however, there were nine intervening years 
on the edge of conflict with England. 

The problems between America and Britain that had churned 
on throughout the negotiations for Louisiana continued unabated. 
The British attitude toward the United States was uglier than mod- 
ern Americans imagine, for bad memories were later dimmed by the 
twentieth century’s years of intensifying alliance. But in the early 
1800s, the English were still thinking of Americans as renegades 
who deserved no respect and who would probably be brought back 
into line before very long. The blockading of U.S. maritime trade, 
the impressment of its seamen, and the ongoing fight over the 
boundaries between the U.S. and Canada were negotiated year after 
year by James Monroe and others, without success because there was 


a shortage of goodwill on the British side, and America, perhaps 
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with some cause, was seen by the British as a smug and arrogant 
upstart. 

Most Americans felt thoroughly righteous about their troubles 
with England, considering the British to have no sense of fairness 
and, in fact, to be trying with great cruelty to force them back into 
a colonial status. The specific reasons given by those who advocated 


going to war against Britain were these: 
—They violated U.S. rights of commerce on the high seas. 


—They cruelly snatched U.S. seamen, often torturing them 
as “traitors” who should be British subjects. They sometimes 
impressed them into the British service, where they were 


subject to bad treatment and great danger. 


—They armed Native Americans along America’s frontier 


and incited them to murder its people. 


—They hurt the South economically by depressing the 


prices of its products. 


—They insulted the young country’s national honor and 


self-respect. 


In addition, there was one American ambition that inclined 
many to war: once the fear of a large size subsided, the wish to annex 
Canada and Florida proved strong. This last point made opponents 
of war say that some Americans simply wanted to incite a war of 
conquest. But it was not so much a greed for land as a wish to be 
free of unpredictable neighbors. Those who felt this way pointed 


out, for example, that Britain was backing Native American Chief 
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Tecumseh in his many raids against white people, so they considered 
their desire for more annexations as being a matter of self-defense. 

The rhetoric on both sides was elevated and powerful. An 1811 
report of the House Committee on Foreign Relations said, “To 
wrongs so daring in character, and so disgraceful in their execution, 
it is impossible that the people of the United States should remain 
indifferent. We must now tamely and quietly submit, or we must 
resist by those means which God has placed within our reach.” 

The British had a few bitter thoughts of their own, to be sure. 
They felt that the new nation was unbearably opinionated and self- 
righteous, expecting to trade very profitably with both sides in a 
serious conflict and to be allowed a freedom that no other nation 
was granted in a time of war. Americans gave the impression of feel- 
ing so superior that no constraints whatever should apply to them. 
They alone, of all the world’s countries, had a divine right to 
national solitude. It was an early version of the incredible glory that 
the U.S. assumed in later taking over most of the entire continent 
and, just a bit further along, warning the world that the whole West- 
ern Hemisphere was off limits to any other power. 

One particularly vicious British tactic that was deeply resented by 
Americans was the practice of arming of Native American warriors 
and inciting them to attack anyone they found vulnerable—almost 
always helpless civilians, and often women and children. This was 
done repeatedly in Florida, where the Spanish also joined in any strat- 
agem that offered a chance of holding off the spread of American 
influence. The practice played a great part in bringing General 
Andrew Jackson to public attention, for his gritty personality gave 
him a unique ability to act as if the Americans’ right to Florida was 
God-given and not to be infringed upon by Englishmen, Spaniards, 


or Native Americans, regardless of what prior claims these others 
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might plead. He also was free of doubts about what game the British 
were up to, saying, “Britain is in conjunction with Spain arming the 
hostile Indians to butcher our women and children.” 

There were anti-war people in Congress who made each of the 
points cited by their opponents seem false. John Randolph, a bril- 
liant states’ rights Republican, ridiculed the notion that Native 


American massacres were organized by the British. On one occasion, 


he said: 


An insinuation had fallen from the gentleman from Ten- 
nessee that the late massacre of our brethren on the 
Wabash had been instigated by the British government. 
Has the President given any such information? Has the 
gentleman received any such, even informally, from any 
officer of the Government?...It was indeed well calculated 
to excite the feelings of the Western people particularly, 
who were not quite so tenderly attached to our red 
brethren as some modern philosophers; but it was desti- 


tute of any foundation.... 


It was much more likely, he pointed out, that the House of Represen- 
tatives itself was responsible, the Native Americans having acted out 
of fury that treaty after treaty had been concluded, but none had given 
the Native Americans real help in coping with their new conditions. 
They had been given only bits of money while “extinguishing their 
title to immense wilderness...It was our own thirst for territory that 
had driven these sons of nature to desperation....” 

None of these reasons adequately explained why America went to 
war against England in 1812, however. The economic explanations, 
the theories about the undue influence of westerners, the desire to 


expand into Florida or Canada, even the standard explanation that 
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the election of 1810 had overturned nearly half the seats in Con- 
gress, showing a disillusion with the Jeffersonian approach—all 
these dwindle on close examination of the political forces and the 
voting in Congress. The overwhelming reason—more than in any 
other war the U.S. ever fought—was the honor and integrity of the 
nation. The West had only ten votes in the Lower House, against 
thirty-nine for the South Atlantic states, and most of the southern 
congressmen were veterans of years in the legislature. Their seats 
were safe, and there was no popular pressure on them to vote for 
war. Where young men had taken over seats, they did not stand for 
very specific attitudes on the issue, but they were “war hawks” with 
great ability as speakers. Especially in the Select Committee on For- 
eign Relations, this talent was channeled toward exhortations to 
fight—for honor—and they convinced the others that war was “the 
only alternative to national humiliation and disgrace.” Regrettably, 
this determination was not matched by any reasonable effort to 
achieve readiness for combat. 

There is still a lively dispute among historians on how a strong 
executive branch could have allowed its country to slip into war 
under such conditions, but it is difficult to escape the administra- 
tion’s responsibility for the unreadiness and the botched beginning. 
In any event, President James Madison did finally declare war in 
1812, heard it generally referred to as “Madison’s War,” and saw one 
disgraceful defeat after another. Jefferson and Madison had had such 
total faith in commercial restrictions as a weapon that they had left 
the country virtually without an army. The declaration of war had 
come when the nation was dismally unprepared. It became a source 
of humor that the United States didn’t seem to have a general who 
was capable of winning a single engagement. This made General 
Andrew Jackson stand out, even though he was mostly defeating 


Native Americans, while lacking a conventional military background. 
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And it was this unique man—almost more spirit than substance— 
who was destined to defend and ultimately to rescue the great 
Louisiana Purchase from near disaster. 

When Jackson was fixed on a central goal, he appeared to ignore 
all obstacles—physical, political, even legal—so blindly that he 
caused them to vanish. He was not bothered by the technicality that 
the U.S. was not at war with Spain, as it was with Britain. Jackson 
wrote the Spanish governor of Florida a letter charging that 
“Refugee banditti from the Creek nation are crowding into Florida, 
drawing rations from your government and under the drill of a 
British officer.” The United States would retaliate if further pro- 
voked, he warned, citing his creed, “An Eye for an Eye, Toothe for 
Toothe, and Scalp for Scalp.” 

The conduct of the whole 1812 war had been abominable up to 
that point, leading Madison to appoint James Monroe secretary of 
war as well as secretary of state. Monroe applied his methodical 
mind to the confused situation. He knew that Jackson was anxious 
to invade Florida, in order to put a real end to the threat of Native 
American cooperation with the British, and he sent Jackson a letter 
ordering him not to attack Florida because it was territory that the 
Spanish still claimed, and the U.S. did not want to arouse Spanish 
hostility. But Jackson pretended not to have received the letter until 
he had made the move “for the security of the country, even if it cost 
him his commission.” It was a sound move, sealing off avenues of 
possible invasion, and it helped to secure his position in the East. 


CD 
YS 


But even though “Old Hickory” had a special role in totally crush- 
ing the Creek Native Americans, pushing their remnants back to lands 
far from the coast and out of contact with the Europeans, he had no 
real training in the science of war and had never commanded troops 


in normal combat. His firmness in negotiating with enemy leaders 


The Long Sequel — 267 


secured many of his advantages more than actual combat did. But 
along with the remarkable things that his personality could do to ene- 
mies and to his own men, Jackson had one other great quality that a 
general needs: he was extremely lucky. His finest biographer, Robert 
V. Remini, has said: “A remarkable string of good fortune trailed Jack- 
son throughout the War of 1812, some of it earned, most of it entirely 
accidental.” This man and this long run of pure luck are the only rea- 
son that the great Louisiana Purchase was not largely obliterated in 
1814 by the loss of New Orleans, which was, after all, the crown jewel 
and focal point of the entire territory. It was a state, fully a part of the 
United States of America, and no part of the Union has ever again 
come so close to being captured by a foreign power. 

Time and again, toward the end of that year, bizarre incidents 
and simple careless mistakes came within a whisker of wrecking the 
great accomplishment of the Louisiana Purchase. It has often been 
said in later days that either new technology or a single oversight 
had an effect supposedly never seen before in world history, 
enabling “a few men to accomplish what used to require an army.” 
But this principle has never been new. Even more than new 
weaponry, war situations have always involved the chance that one 
person’s failure could open the way for massive loss. But probably 
there has never been a case in which the fate of a nation as large as 
the United States in 1814 was nearly shattered by an unknown 
person’s careless error. 

Jackson, having subdued the Native American “menace” and 
firmed the American claim to Florida, was a very sick man looking 
forward to retirement, even though he was just forty-seven years old 
when he received word that his country would need him to defend 
Louisiana. It became known that the culminating battle of this 


bizarre war would apparently take place on short notice because the 
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British had assembled an armada of sixty ships, loaded with crack 
troops, to conquer and take over New Orleans. “I owe Britain a debt 
of retaliatory vengeance,” he told his wife, recalling the horrors he 
had suffered during the Revolutionary War, when, at age fifteen, he 
nearly died of starvation and disease as a British prisoner. “Should 
our forces meet, I trust I shall repay the debt.” 

While British troops under Sir George Cockburn had invaded 
the Chesapeake area and another army had come down from Que- 
bec into New York, hoping to secure Lake Champlain, Vice Admi- 
ral Sir Alexander Cochrane mounted an expedition to invade from 
the Gulf of Mexico. He expected that Native American troops 
would join with his men to drive the Americans back from the coast 
and bottle them up in the Mississippi Valley. He spoke openly of 
making the Americans prisoners in their own country, living on an 
island surrounded by Great Britain in the north, west, and south. 
He had asked for and received the Admiralty’s permission for a plan 
that seemed foolproof, and it was indeed a very serious threat: not 
only to take New Orleans, but to cripple and encircle the United 
States. 

The British moves and Jackson’s countermoves began in August 
1814. Because Jackson had correctly guessed that Cochrane would 
go through Mobile to reach the Mississippi Valley, he moved his 
army with amazing speed from Fort Jackson down the Coosa and 
Alabama Rivers to reach Mobile first. Cochrane, learning of this tac- 
tic and also being told by his intelligence that New Orleans was 
totally unprotected, decided to strike New Orleans directly, which 
strategists now consider a major mistake, for a full frontal assault 
would carry huge risk. The move that experts consider the obvious 
wise one would have been to move overland north of New Orleans, 
cutting off the city before attempting to capture it. But for several 


months, Jackson can also be said to have repaid the favor with his 
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own sins of omission. This exchange of errors, and the fact that the 
administration in Washington did not seem clear on what it really 
wanted done, was keeping the situation fluid. 

By mid-November of 1814, Jackson received intelligence reports 
that the British were about to make a full-scale assault on New 
Orleans. He still feared that they were actually planning to start by 
striking through Mobile, so he left some troops there, but he did 
begin sending troops in groups of two thousand men at a time to 
New Orleans. And despite being very ill and going eight days with- 
out food, he managed to get onto his horse and move with two 


thousand more men on an eleven-day march to New Orleans. 


The city of destiny was virtually impossible to attack from the 
west, because the river is broad on that side and the current is swift. 
It was difficult to attack from the south, because a post called Fort 
St. Philip stood downstream, well-manned and ready to fire a great 
battery of twenty-four-pounders, and another fort offered further 
protection just twenty-five miles south of the city. So the two possi- 
ble eastern approaches were by far the likeliest to be chosen by the 
British attackers—a water route from the Gulf and the land route 
from Mobile that still worried Jackson the most. 

But a frantic letter from Secretary Monroe reached him, saying, 
in effect, forget Mobile—the massive sixty-ship British invasion 
armada had already left for New Orleans. It had been a full year in 
preparation, with veteran troops that had been specially held aside 
in earlier phases of the war against America to make this one mas- 
sive blow against that “one spot on the globe” that had been prized 
and threatened for decades. It was one of the most elaborately 
equipped fleets ever assembled, with even many of the officers’ wives 
on board, facilities for music and dancing, and printing presses to 


publish a regular newspaper. 
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The great armada had left England on November 27, so it was 
still far away at sea when General Jackson, gaunt and pallid, but with 
his usual military bearing, entered New Orleans on December 1. 
But this was quite a late arrival considering how much there was to 
be done in preparing a defense—closing water routes into the city, 
blocking bayous that connected the city to the outskirts, inspecting 
every fortified site and ordering repairs on many of them, and study- 
ing each important street to determine the route likeliest to be taken 
by the invaders. Among the many political and military figures there 
to meet Jackson was Edward Livingston, younger brother of Robert. 
He and Jackson had known each other before, and Livingston 
quickly became a great favorite of the general’s, who is said to have 
admired his intelligence and judgment. 

One of the trickiest problems was deciding what to do with the 
pirate Jean Lafitte and his brothers, whose great band of freebooters 
did so much of the city’s business and were aided by some of the 
town’s most prominent citizens. Even the highly respected Edward 
Livingston served as their lawyer. The British had offered Lafitte 
complete respectability and great rewards if his forces would help 
them in the fight. The pirate shrewdly asked for two weeks to con- 
sider the proposal, then sent the British letter to the governor of 
Louisiana, offering his services to the defense of the city in return for 
an amnesty for all his band. The governor was disinclined, and, in 
fact, had already taken strong action against the Lafitte brothers 
before Jackson arrived. But when Jackson saw Lafitte’s letter, offer- 
ing the services of a thousand men who were said to be incompara- 
ble marksmen, his penchant for acting on instinct asserted itself. 
The tone of the letter reminded him of a courageous Native Ameri- 
can chieftain he had once admired, and he accepted the offer. 

Jackson also accepted the aid of free blacks, despite the distrust 


and opposition of many citizens who feared that a fully armed black 
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battalion might turn its guns on the whites. The men were to be com- 
manded by white officers, but treated exactly like other volunteers and 
paid the same bounty of 160 acres of land and $124 in cash. When 
two full battalions of black soldiers had been formed, Jackson showed 
the citizens how highly he regarded these units by making them some 
of the first troops that he reviewed, along with one from leading New 
Orleans families. This last was commanded by a person who had 
become a favorite and personal friend, Major Jean-Baptiste Plauché, 
the Creole whose rise in fortune and friendship with General Jackson 
was described in a previous chapter. The talent for personal emotion 
and interaction was an intangible skill that gave Jackson a mysterious 
edge in encounters with ordinary commanders. Knowing how badly 
outnumbered his forces would be and perhaps even outclassed by the 
highly experienced and professional British troops, he used every 
imaginable device to create a passion for the coming fight. 

In addition to taking control of the city by declaring martial law, 
Jackson issued declarations that he liked to model on the orations 
that were addressed to Greek soldiers before battle. He had Edward 
Livingston, who had been appointed a volunteer aide-de-camp, read 


pronouncements like the following: 


Fellow-Citizens and Soldiers: the general, commanding in 
chief, would not do justice to the noble ardour that has ani- 
mated you in the hour of danger if he suffered the example 
you have shewn to pass without notice. 

Natives of the United States! They, the British, are the 
oppressors of your infant political existence with whom 
you are to contend—they are the men your fathers con- 
quered whom you are to oppose. Descendants of French- 
men! natives of France! they are the English, the hereditary, 


the eternal enemies of your ancient country....Spaniards, 
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remember the conduct of your allies at St. Sebastien, and 
recently at Pensacola, and rejoice that you have an oppor- 
tunity of avenging the brutal injuries inflicted by men who 


dishonor the human race.... 


He had special words for each battalion, adapted to their history 
and main interests, as well as words that specifically mentioned 
“men of colour,” stressing how he wanted them not only to share in 
the perils, but also to divide the glory of the coming action with 
their white countrymen, and telling them of the great qualities and 
noble enthusiasm he had found in them. It seems likely that no one 
had ever before sung such praises to a group of blacks in America. 
The spirits of the Orleanians seemed to glow under this treatment, 
observed Edward Livingston, who would become President Andrew 
Jackson’s secretary of state two decades later. 

However, the city was almost lost on December 22, when an 
advance army of British soldiers discovered that one bayou, omi- 
nously called Bayou Bienvenu (Welcome Bayou), was not only big 
and deep enough to be navigable for large barges, but that it was 
unprotected. Someone, and the guilty party has never been identi- 
fied, had failed to obey Jackson’s command to seal off every bayou. 
And it must be noted that Jackson had failed to double-check each 
such danger point. The British got all the way through underbrush 
and came out into an opening of a home owned by a general of the 
militia. They captured the general’s son, Major Gabriel Villeré, 
whom some believe to have been the careless culprit. In any case, 
Villeré was now the hero. He escaped in a hail of gunfire and ran 
several miles into the city to sound the alarm. 

Even so, the city was only saved because the first of a series of 
exceptionally timid decisions by British officers gave the lucky General 


Jackson time to recover. If the British column had moved swiftly 
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toward the city, it might have captured the city almost without a 
struggle. But the officer who had found the great opening decided 
that it was too dangerous to pursue until reinforcements were brought 
up. Before that could be done, however, Jackson, whose famous 
“luck” consisted largely of an instant energetic response to each crisis, 
had rushed to the scene and forced a night battle that was inconclu- 
sive, but at least halted any further advance. This was only one of sev- 
eral incidents during these fateful days when the main point of the 
Louisiana Purchase hung tremulously in the balance. 

Soon afterwards, the officer who would command the British 
army troops arrived on the scene. Lieutenant General Sir Edward 
Michael Pakenham, the Duke of Wellington’s brother-in-law, was one 
of Britain’s most respected military men, who had survived repeated 
wounds and performed gallantly. But here, taking command of troops 
that were squeezed between a swamp and a river, facing Americans in 
a position that General Jackson had fortified well, his decisions were 
less than perfect. Once again, what had been a British opportunity to 
break through Jackson’s line was lost by hesitation. 

Days followed during which Pakenham moved heavy naval can- 
nons to a position where he could pound and perhaps destroy the 
American guns. Jackson used that same period to reinforce his own 
rampart, digging a deeper ditch and building a mud bank higher and 
higher. By the evening of December 31, Pakenham’s preparations for 
a massive shower of lead were complete; a tremendous threat, even 
without knowing that Jackson planned a foolish event for the follow- 
ing morning—a military review to bolster the morale of his troops. 
Jackson's morale-building efforts had paid off, sending his forces’ spir- 
its ever higher while the British morale sank from inattention. But on 
New Year’s morning, 1815, the flashy American parade that began as 
the fog lifted could have been a suicidal move. The British battery 


exploded, sending Americans running in all directions. 
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The British had a chance to breach the American line, but again 
lost the opportunity. A long exchange of heavy cannon fire followed, 
with the American accuracy creating heavy casualties among the 
British gunners. But then it was Jackson’s turn to err on the side of 
caution, a rarity for him. He might have sent troops to capture some 
of those guns with very little risk, but he made no such attempt. 

Pakenham decided that his best chance of victory was to punch 
straight ahead through Jackson’s position, which would require more 
men. So he waited for some reinforcements that were on their way, 
and this gave Jackson precious time to thicken his rampart. The 
American general also welcomed the arrival of two thousand Ken- 
tucky militiamen whom he knew to be crack shots, although a short- 
age of weapons—about which he wrote a furious letter to Monroe in 
Washington—was a drawback. 

At four o'clock in the morning of January 8, a column of red- 
coats stole closer to the mud rampart under an incompetent officer 
who forgot to bring sixteen ladders that were needed to scale the 
rampart. By the time some of the men turned back to fetch the for- 
gotten ladders, the attack had begun and the timing was thrown off. 
Still, with great discipline, British soldiers moved forward all across 
the field. The American lines cheered, as if asking the foe to step 
right up, for everyone knew this was the critical moment. Then, as 
the American band struck up “Yankee Doodle,” artillery and rifles 
erupted, blasting the oncoming Englishmen. Line after line of 
Americans stepped forward, fired, then stepped back to reload while 
an alternate line moved up. 

The American fire was deliberate and deadly. British men crum- 
pled and fell, many on top of one another. Kentuckians, who had 
looked scruffy and inept to the people of New Orleans, turned out to 
be sharpshooters who seemed never to miss. British officers later said 


they had never seen such destructive fire. Gallant efforts to get more of 
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the attackers moving were made, but the troops had lost their nerve. 
General Pakenham, already wounded, came riding up, shouting to the 
soldiers to remember their duty, but he was still calling out in vain to 
bring up the reserve when he was hit by two more salvos and died 
within minutes. Several other generals perished in the devastation. 

Creole Jean-Baptiste Plauché had become a major by then, com- 
manding an all-volunteer group that took part in a show of force to 
give the citizens confidence. It was Plauché who brought his con- 
tingent up just in time to save General Jackson's line from being 
turned by a sudden British advance. And it was Plauché who nearly 
captured an entire regiment of the British army, but was prevented 
because another officer from the general’s staff mistakenly stopped 
him from giving the order for a bayonet attack. 

Although the undermanned American defenders on the west 
bank of the river were being overrun by the British at that same 
time, not much came of this threat, because the English general who 
was left in command ordered a general pullback, and Jackson did 
not risk pursuing them. In the end, a massive British force that 
should have won easily was destroyed with enormous losses, while 
the Americans had only minimal losses. The country had very nearly 
given up hope as days passed with no word about the outcome of the 
battle. Then the cry of a great victory was greeted as the Second Inde- 
pendence from Britain, for the new nation had truly been on the 
point of losing all. 

Even his generally admiring biographer has scathing words for 
Andrew Jackson’s miserable taste in blaming others for each of his 
own mistakes that detracted even minimally from his great victory. He 
refused to face up to the fact that others had warned him about the 
inadequacy of the west-bank defenses and that he had ignored them. 
But the British armada, after a few tentative attempts to renew an 


attack, finally withdrew for good. Jackson’s luck held fast. He was 
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adored and cheered at a series of open-air meetings and heard the 
Almighty praised for having had the wisdom to send New Orleans 
such a great savior. 

The Battle of New Orleans went down in military lore as one of 
history's memorable battles, not because of great strategies, but 
because of the unbelievable casualty ratio of well over twenty to one. 
This encounter is considered a special feature of world military 
history for the massive disparity in the losses of the two sides. The 
British later admitted to casualties of 2,037 against 71 American 
casualties, of which only 13 were killed. Like the Louisiana Purchase 
itself, which was now confirmed and secure, the price paid was 
incredibly low. 

It would be a dangerous precedent to read too much into the 
fact that both the acquisition and then the retention of Louisiana 
were powered primarily by impulsive actions. Robert Livingston’s 
quixotic insubordination, Pierre Samuel du Pont’s insistence on 
cash bargaining, Louis Pichon’s warnings against seizing New 
Orleans, James Monroe’s decision to trust his own opinion of 
Louisiana’s worth—these succeeded not because they were impul- 
sive, but because bright individuals reached the right conclusions. 
It was the caliber of these men on both sides that shaped the deal. 
And if the final rescue of New Orleans was facilitated because 
Andrew Jackson ignored instructions given by the same James 
Monroe whose confidence had purchased the land, again, it was not 
impulsiveness, but good judgement that prevailed. The person on 
the spot knew more than a distant superior. If any single principle 
that was at work here has to be credited most, it is that intelligent 
persons who understood the big picture were able to make wise 
decisions beyond their normal level in the hierarchy. In the contro- 


versy between the narrow “need to know” mentality that often 
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prevails in military and law-enforcement organizations and the 
opposite rule of letting people think “above their pay grade,” the 
latter approach would seem to have been a clear winner in the 
negotiations and battle for Louisiana. 

The whole subsequent history of the nation flowed from these 
achievements: the treaty with Spain that confirmed American 
ownership of Florida and the Oregon Country, the annexation of 
Texas, the establishment of the northwestern boundaries, the acqui- 
sition of California, the question of an isthmus canal, and the over- 
riding belief in America’s manifest destiny. None of these could have 
been contemplated if Spain, France, or Great Britain had controlled 
the heart of the continent. But once the Louisiana Territory was so 
dramatically added and the new states started to form, the rest began 
to seem natural and preordained. 

The Louisiana Purchase must be counted as a principal reason 
that many admiring or envious non-Americans have quipped, “God 
protects fools, drunks, and the United States of America.” But for a 
country that, in 1803, had already made a noble start toward good 
government and blazing growth to have been given such an imperial 
gift as the Louisiana Territory must have convinced many of the seri- 
ously faithful that nature’s design for the planet included a special 
role for America. 

Short of that, one must credit the success of the negotiation to 
a long list of events that somehow all fell into place as if by design: 
Napoleon’s growing need for money, the mosquitoes that brought 
death to Saint Domingue at a critical moment, Spain’s baffling clo- 
sure of Mississippi shipping, the perfect way that Congress unwit- 
tingly played its part, and the interaction among nine remarkable 


men who did indeed do “the noblest work” of their lives. 
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Nothing came of this instruction to Clough, for the major was trapped in a sur- 
prise British attack about ten days later, bayonneted, and killed. 

By then, however, Washington recognized how great his need for intelli- 
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ing how everything he saw fitted into the general disposition of troops. On 
patrol he was particularly observant and effective. He took on the job of spy- 
master for Washington, and set about urgently collecting a small group of 
bright men with knowledge of the Long Island topography, giving them secret 
pseudonyms, and asking Washington for enough funds to supply these oper- 
atives for their “dangerous and expensive business, because I am obliged to 
give my assistants high wages, even while being as sparing as possible.” Wash- 
ington succeeded in actually coaxing the dead-broke Congress to give him a 
small secret-service fund. He asked for metal, preferably gold, saying, “Valu- 
able purposes would result from it. I have always found a difficulty in procur- 
ing intelligence by means of paper money.” Repeatedly throughout the war 
years, there are notes showing that much of Washington's correspondence on 
espionage matters concerns frugality in the handing out of gold guineas. 
When Washington drew up an account in his own handwriting on July 1, 
1783, it showed that in eight years the total expenditure for “secret intelli- 
gence” had been £1,982 10s. (This would represent some $9,900 if paid in 
the gold that Washington preferred to use, but it could have taken up to nine 
times as many paper dollars to equal the same value in the unruly currency 
trading of that day.) 

The gradually increasing complexity of Washington’s espionage meth- 
ods is noticeable. The nature of the information on enemy movements is 
more detailed, and special stress was laid on proposed movements by water. 
There is also much talk of a new “sympathetic ink,” invented by Sir James 
Jay (elder brother of American diplomat John Jay), a physician living in 


England. This wonderful fluid permitted invisible writing, and the good 
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doctor sent a quantity of it to his brother, which General Washington and 
his close associates put to great use. 

There had been something of a farcical flavor to Washington's intelligence 
service. The invisible ink was so prized that when Tallmadge’s No.2 man, Abra- 
ham Woodhull, dropped a vial of it in a close encounter with British officers, 
he was so distraught over the loss that he took to his bed and had to be coaxed 
at length before he would stir. There were also incidents where Woodhull had 
to watch with a spyglass from a great distance to see whether the wife of a cer- 
tain patriotic judge had hung white handkerchiefs or a black petticoat on her 
clothesline to signal the landing place of another spy. And there were constant 
problems caused by the fact that the use of false names made it nearly impossi- 
ble for messages sent by post to reach their destination. 

Tallmadge was an amazingly calm, placid person, who delegated much of 
the effort while giving a real shape to the organization he was building. He had 
created a number of codes—one had been made up by listing the most com- 
mon words and assigning an Arabic numeral to each one. Enemy was 178, 
camp 73, infantry 309, New York 727. Tallmadge called himself John Bolton, 
and his number code name was 721. He also made up a substitution alphabet, 
in which the relationship of letters is haphazard. For instance, a is represented 
by e, e is shown as 7, and 9 is rendered as q. Since there is no regular pattern to 
these substitutions, anyone who figures out a few letters has no clue to what the 
other letters might be. So even though it is extremely simple, it makes the deci- 
phering hard enough to delay a full translation. 

Tallmadge and his men survived their dangerous wartime adventures and 
led prosperous lives. Tallmadge became a congressman, Woodhull a judge. 
Such was the awkward position: Madison to R.R. Livingston, Sept. 28, 
1801, 1903 St. P 
made the feared move: Sprague, 277-79. 

“Since France”: Hawkesbury to King, May 7, 1802, 1903 St. P 
done the reverse: Sprague, 279. 
‘T am afraid”: Sprague, 292. 


needed the extra time: Brant, 75. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE FATEFUL ISLAND 
a crown jewel: Irving Brant, James Madison, 1800-1809 (Indianapolis, IN: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 62. 
The islands revolutionary troubles: W. Adolphe Roberts, The French in the 
West Indies (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs Merrill Co., 1942), 30-33. 
A new turn: Roberts, 38-41. 
‘a master of constructive duplicity”: Roberts, 42-45. 
“Then treat with Toussaint”. Donald Barr Chidsey, Louisiana Purchase 
(New York: Crown Publishers, 1972), 133 
“From the General in Chief”: Moniteur de La Louisiane, June 11, 1802. 
“The slaves are forced”: Roberts, 151. 
‘As we know”: Roberts, 151. Also Jan Rogozinski, A Brief History of the 
Caribbean (New York: Facts On File, Inc., 1999), 68-71. 
‘T begged you”: Roberts, 220. 
The May rains: Roberts, 218. 
Command of the French forces: Brant, 177. 


CHAPTER 4: ONE SPOT ON THE GLOBE 
the follow-up operation: King to Madison, February 5, 1802, 1903 St. P 
In a back-up effort: Livingston to Madison, February 26, 1802, 1903 Sz. P 
“the most fertile countries”: Livingston to Madison, March 24, 1802, 1903 
St. PR 
a Frenchman named Tatergem: Livingston to Madison, March 24, 1802, 
1903 St. P 
Jefferson penned a letter: Jefferson to Livingston, April 18, 1802, 1903 St. P 
New Orleans was...: These impressions, partly from personal contacts and 
observations, also drew on Harry Hansen, Louisiana: A Guide to the State 
(New York: Hastings House, 1941); Edwin A. Davis, Louisiana: The Peli- 
can State (Baton Rouge, LA, Louisiana State University Press, 1975); and 
Harold Sinclair, The Port of New Orleans (Garden City, NY: Doubleday 
Doran, 1942). 
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62 A telling case history: A descendant of Jean-Baptiste Plauché, Dr. Mark 
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Plauche Ryan, D.D.S., assisted in gathering information from his family’s 
history for the account that begins in this chapter and then is concluded 
in chapter 18. This is further confirmed in the two books by Robert V. 
Remini that are listed in the bibliography. 

The understatement received: Donald Barr Chidsey, Louisiana Purchase 
(New York: Crown Publishers, 1972), 126 

Livingston’ notion of propriety: Livingston to Talleyrand, Feb.20, 1802, 
1903 St. P 

Bernadotte fell behind: A friend of Talleyrand’s captivated Parisian gossipers 
by saying that “Bernadotte looks like an eagle, but is actually a goose.” 
Whichever identity was involved, the handsome general later became King 
of Sweden. While leading troops in Scandinavia during the Napoleonic 
Wars, Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte became Regent of Sweden. In 1818, he was 
elected King Charles XIV, and the present Swedish royal family is 
descended from him. 

innumerable instances: Irving Brant, James Madison, 1800-1809 (Indi- 
anapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 90-91. 


CHAPTER 5: THE MISTRUSTED ENVOY 
Livingston could detect. Livingston to Madison, [mis-dated September 1, 
1808, but surely was meant to be 1802], 1903 St. P The same conditions are 
indicated by another letter to Madison on January 24, 1803, 1903 St. P 
Livingston had been surrounded: The discussion of Livingston on pages 
74-76 are my own impressions largely based on this excellent biography: 
George Dangerfield, Chancellor Robert Livingston (New York: Harcourt, 
1960). 
How much more confidence: Madison to Pinckney, May 11, 1802, 1903 St. P 
One letter of Kings: King to Madison, March 29, 1801, 1903 St. PR 
Yet it was clear: This statement is based on the 1903 State Papers, includ- 


ing several letters from Livingston to Madison, such as July 30, 1802 (“I 
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am sorry that you have not communicated to me what are precisely the 
utmost limits of the sum I may venture to offer.”) and Aug 10, 1802 (“I 
am very much at a loss as to what terms you would consider it allowable 
to offer.”) 

Livingston clearly describes: Livingston to Madison, July 30, 1802, 1903 St. P 
An example from his earlier career: Dangerfield, 265 

He once wrote: Talleyrand to Livingston, February 19, 1803, 1903 St. P 
Some accounts have reported: Livingston to Madison, April 11, 1803, 1903 
St. P 

At a later stage: Livingston to Madison, March 24, 1803, 1903 St. P 


CHAPTER 6: NAPOLEON’S ODD COUPLE 
Napoleon gave a firm order: Frangois Marquis de Barbé-Marbois, L’His- 
toire de La Louisiane (Paris: 1830), 30. Also in English from Carey & Lee, 
Philadelphia. 
had come to the United States: Francois Marquis de Barbé-Marbois, Our 
Revolutionary Forefathers: The Letters of Francois Marquis de Barbé-Marbois, 
during His Residence in the United States as Secretary of the French Legation, 
1779-1785 (New York: Duffield & Co., 1929). His dates in the U.S. are 
included in the book. 
aboard ship with John Adams: Barbé-Marbois, Our Revolutionary, 15. 
roller-coaster career: Barbé-Marbois, Our Revolutionary. Taken from the 
book’s introduction, written by Eugene Parker Chase, pages 6-14. 
Livingston had prepared: Memorandums dated July 30, 1802 and August 
10, 1802, 1903 St. P 
made himself famous: J.F. Bernard, Talleyrand (New York: G.P. Putnam's 
Sons, 1973), 87-89. 


A few impressionistic recollections: Bernard, 14, 19-22. 


100 He explained: Bernard, 48. 
101 “Uf Talleyrand’s conversation”: Bernard, 104. 
102 But when he saw Hamilton: Bernard, 160. 
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(When he failed): Bernard, 208. 

Life as he viewed it. Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, Talleyrand in 
America as a Financial Promoter, trans. Huth and Pugh, (Washington, DC: 
1942). 

But Talleyrand meant: Bernard, 115. 

In the summer of 1797: Bernard, 177, 183. 

the Directory was to be dissolved: Bernard, 220. 

first official acts: Bernard, 227. 

last official acts: Bernard, 313. 


CHAPTER 7: CONFUSING BONAPARTE 
Napoleon was given to wide mood swings: Drawn from the 1903 State Papers 
from Livingston to Madison, especially the letter of April 13, 1803, quot- 
ing Marbois as often confiding how hard it was to deal with Napoleon's 
flighty ways. 
in personal and psychological terms: Francois Marquis de Barbé-Marbois, 
L Histoire de La Louisiane (Paris: 1830), 20-28 
‘Almost all the institutions”: Robert Asprey, The Rise and Fall of Napoleon 
Bonaparte, vol. 2 (London: Little, Brown & Co., 2001), 186. 
the lowest-ranked player: Albert H. Bowman, article in Diplomatic History, 
Journal of the Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations 1, no.3: 
257-70. 
“His name and reputation’: Irving Brant, James Madison, 1800-1809 (Indi- 
anapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 66-67. 
There was the time Bowman, 260. 
Now the French chargé: Bowman, 262. 
The sessions did not: Bowman, 263. 
On one visit: Bowman, 264. 
For example, Talleyrand passed: Bowman, 268. 
The tumult on Saint Domingue: Brant, 65, 78. 
Whenever the key subject: Brant, 74, 140. 
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‘T give full weight”: Brant, 52. 
Monroe’ role: 1903 St. P, 185. 


125 A Spanish official at New Orleans: 1903 St. P, messages of Hulings and 


Morales, 54. 
By March 1803: New York Morning Chronicle, November 7, 1802. 


128 As it happened: New York Morning Chronicle, November 7, 1802. 


The noisy demands: Congress Quarterly, Guide to Congress, 4th edition 
(Washington, DC: 1991) 

Four years later: Congress Quarterly, Guide to Congress, 4th edition (Wash- 
ington, DC: 1991) 


CHAPTER 8: THE DU PONT WAY 
From the letters: Various 1903 St. P 
To prove his point: Joseph Frazier Wall, Alfred I. du Pont (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1990), 10. 
he was barely twenty: Wall, 13. 
Eleuthére Irénée: Wall, 38. 


136 Jefferson knew: Wall, 30. 


when he feared: Wall, 31. 

The president was asking. Wall, 46. 

In the spring of 1802: Irving Brant, James Madison, 1800-1809 (Indi- 
anapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 118. Also Wall, 32. 


138 Jefferson was determined: Jefferson to du Pont, April 25, 1802, 1903 St. P 


he asked du Pont to: Jefferson to Pierre du Pont, February 1, 1803, 1903 St. P 


139 At one point: Du Pont to Le Brun, February 26, 1803, 1903 St. P 


a 


On the Paris end: Letter of Livingston to Madison, and letter of late 


February 1803 from Pierre du Pont to Le Brun, 1903 St. PR 


CHAPTER 9: AN EXTRAORDINARY MINISTER 
shortly to be joined: Madison to Livingston, January 18, 1803, and Jeffer- 
son to Livingston, February 3, 1803, 1903 Sz. P 
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a surprise choice: L Gilman, 40. Also Sprague, 293. 

Harrowing it was: Daniel C. Gilman, James Monroe (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1883), 55. 

Secretary of State Randolph had not: Gilman, 57-58. 

He wrote his man in Paris: Gilman, 58. 

Monroe, fuming: John Keats, Eminent Domain (New York: Charterhouse, 
1973), 243. 

he spoke excellent French. Gilman, 60. 


CHAPTER 10: WAITING FOR MONROE 
These men around Napoleon were divided: Livingston to Madison, Novem- 
ber 11, 1802, 1903 St. PR 
In Washington, tension mounted: Irving Brant, James Madison, 1800-1809 
(Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 104. 
In January 1803: Brant, 71. 
Also notable as a clue: Brant, 77, 90. 
Livingston hammered at the question: July 1802; December 20, 1802; and 
February 18, 1803, 1903 St. P 
‘a confidential citizen”: Madison to Pinckney, November 27, 1802, 1903 
St. P 
“Private accounts”: Madison to Livingston, December 23, 1802, 1903 St. P 
‘T have obtained”. Livingston to Madison, November 14, 1802, 1903 St. P 
“It is well”: Jefferson to Livingston, November 27, 1802, 1903 St. P 
‘T am not satisfied”. Livingston to Madison, March 11, 1803 and March 
24, 1803, 1903 St. P 
‘I see with pleasure’: Talleyrand to Livingston, March 21, 1803, 1903 St. P 
On April 10: Marshall Sprague, So Vast, So Beautiful a Land (Boston: Lit- 
tle, Brown & Co., 1974), 300 
On Monday morning, April 11: Sprague, 301, 302. Also Gilman, 82. 
word came on the very next day: Sprague, 303, 304. 
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CHAPTER 11: AGONIZING MOMENTS 
He even told his sorrows: Monroe to Madison, April 15, 1803, 1903 St. P 
Also Donald Barr Chidsey, Louisiana Purchase (New York: Crown Pub- 
lishers, 1972), 134-137. 
‘T congratulate you”: Daniel C. Gilman, James Monroe (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1883), 81. 
“Would you Americans”: Marshall Sprague, So Vast, So Beautiful a Land 
(Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1974), 303. 
an exhausting number of proofs: The “exhausting proofs” referred to here are 
shown in almost every one of his letters cited in the 1903 State Papers. 
“It is so very important”: Livingston to Madison, April 13, 1803, 1903 Sz. 
P Also Sprague, 306. 
Having had Napoleon’ order...irritating comments to Madison: Incidents 
described in these pages are drawn from Livingston to Madison, April 13, 
1803, 1903 St. P 
‘T hesitated on the idea”: George Morgan, The Life of James Monroe (New 
York: AMS Press, 1921), pg. 243. 


CHAPTER 12: THE TREMULOUS PAUSE 
‘resting on our oars”: Livingston to Madison, April 17, 1803 (third page), 
1903 St. P 
French were not to dispose: Donald Barr Chidsey, Louisiana Purchase (New 
York: Crown Publishers, 1972), 146 
When Livingston asked Talleyrand: Marshall Sprague, So Vast, So Beautiful 
a Land (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1974), 279. 
The scenario is this...not be entangling.: Madison to Monroe and Livingston, 
April 18, 1803, 1903 St. P 
On April 15, 1803: Monroe to Madison, April 15, 1803, 1903 St. P 
On April 17: Livingston to Madison, April 17, 1803, 1903 St. PR 


Notre: Another group of letters that have proved marginally useful are known 


as American State Papers and Correspondence between Messrs. Smith, Pinckney, 
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Marquis Wellesley, General Armstrong, M. Champaguy, M. Turreau, Messrs. Rus- 
sell, Monroe, Foster, etc. vol. 8, London: 1812, 187. 


CHAPTER 13: MONROE’S HISTORIC DECISION 
NOTE: Broad generalities in this chapter have been drawn from 1903 State 
Papers cited above (pp.187—88), and from the previously mentioned American 
State Papers 
191 Just before Monroe left Washington: Irving Brant, James Madison, 1800-1809 
(Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 109. 
19 
195 Monroe personally had no doubt: Daniel C. Gilman, James Monroe (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1883), 84-85. 
195 “the claims, the claims”: George Morgan, The Life of James Monroe (New 
York: AMS Press, 1921), 203. 
199 This new appraisal: Brant, 71, 90. 


= 


It came from the report: Brant, 68-69. 


CHAPTER 14: THE MOMENT IN HISTORY 

NOTE: In addition to the subsequent citations, this chapter is based on analysis 

of “The Third Article of the Treaty of Cession of Louisiana,” vol. 8, p. 8, The 

Louisiana Purchase and Its Influence on the American System, New York: 1885 

(American Historical Associated Papers, vol. 1, no. IV). 

201 the Americans first proposed: Marshall Sprague, So Vast, So Beautiful a Land 
(Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1974), 306. Also Irving Brant, James Madi- 
son, 1800-1809 (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 128 

201 By the following day: Sprague, 306-7. Also Brant, 127. 

202 A delay: Brant, 127. Also Robert Asprey, The Rise and Fall of Napoleon 
Bonaparte, vol. 2 (London: Little, Brown & Co., 2001), 244-48. 

202 By Saturday, April 27; Daniel C. Gilman, James Monroe (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1883), 84. Also Sprague, 310-311. 

203 “Barbé-Marbois declared”: Brant, 132. 
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CHAPTER 15: THE SENATE'S PRETENDED RELUCTANCE 

207 Now the two envoys: Monroe and Livingston to Madison, May 13, 1803, 
1903 St. P 

208 The vital documents are believed: Donald Barr Chidsey, Louisiana Purchase 
(New York: Crown Publishers, 1972), 14land Irving Brant, James Madi- 
son, 1800-1809 (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 133 both appear 
to have wrong dates for the document arrival. July 3 is the likeliest date, 
base on comments from the president's office. 

209 As the people: Chidsey, 141. 

210 The Federalists: Chidsey, 141-42. 

210 At just such a moment: Chidsey, 145. 

212 When he saw that Jefferson: Marshall Sprague, So Vast, So Beautiful a Land 
(Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1974), 315. 

212 Jefferson was quickly persuaded: Brant, 141. 

212 On July 21 major newspapers: Newspapers examined at Library of Con- 
gress, Department of Publications. 

214 The early rash of objections: Confirmed by the Senate Library, from a study 
of the Executive Journal of the Senate for the dates of the debate. 

NOTE: Research also from American State Papers and Correspondence between 

Messrs. Smith, Pinckney, Marquis Wellesley, General Armstrong, M. Champaguy, 

M. Turreau, Messrs. Russell, Monroe, Foster, etc. vol. 8, London: 1812, 187. 


CHAPTER 16: THE ANTAGONISTS MOVE ON 

220 “T count Louisiana’: Irving Brant, James Madison, 1800-1809 (Indianapo- 
lis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 143. 

220 “had stretched the Constitution”: Brant, 141. Also Marshall Sprague, So Vast, 
So Beautiful a Land (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1974), 315-16. 

221 ‘spending a great fortune”: Donald Barr Chidsey, Louisiana Purchase (New 
York: Crown Publishers, 1972), 144. Also Gary Rosen, American Com- 
pact, James Madison and the Problem of Founding (Lawrence, KS: Univer- 
sity Press of Kansas, 1999), Introduction and 10-22. 
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222 “One of the subtlest”: George Dangerfield, Chancellor Robert Livingston 
(New York: Harcourt, 1960). 

223 ‘A truly noble acquisition.”: Brant, 133. 

224 The troubled future: Albert H. Bowman, article in Diplomatic History, Journal 
of the Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations 1, no.3: 257-70. 

225 Less than two months: Bowman, 259. 

225 Month after month: Bowman, 265. 

225 Only in 1809: Bowman, 267. 

226 “I can only hope for mercy.” Monroe to Jefferson, May 5, 1803, The Letters 
of President Monroe. 

228 The enduring policy: Daniel C. Gilman, James Monroe (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 1883), 164. 

228 Adams, then secretary of state. Gilman, 160. 

229 Robert Livingston quite astonishingly: Because George Dangerfield’s Chan- 
cellor Robert Livingston stands alone as a superior biography of Robert Liv- 
ingston, points in this section have been checked against it. However, they 
have been used merely as background for my own observations on his char- 
acter and actions. 

235 Marbois was given: Gilman, 87. (Letter from Bonaparte to Marbois saying 
that, “192,000 francs seront a votre disposition” and adding that, “vous voyez 
dans cette disposition mon desir de vous temoigner ma satisfaction de vos 
travaux importants.”) 

235 But after further honors: This information is based on a detailed account in 
Dictionnaire de Biographie Francaise, vol. 5, 246-54. 

237 On January 1, 1804: W. Adolphe Roberts, The French in the West Indies 
(Indianapolis, IN: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1942), 210-21. 

237 The deal that Napoleon won: Brant, 150. 

239 This surprise: Brant, 151, 169. Also J.E Bernard, Talleyrand (New York: G. 
P. Putnam’s Sons, 1973), 262. 

239 “I regard the colony”: Stuart Jerry Brown, Thomas Jefferson (New York: 
Washington Square Press, 1963). Also Brant, 143. 
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But the prescient wisdom: Marshall Sprague, So Vast, So Beautiful a Land 
(Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1974), 302. 

The secret cornerstone: Bernard, 79. 

Their close association: Bernard, 265. 

“They will kick Talleyrand out.”: Bernard, 444. 

Talleyrand, however, was not through: Bernard, 527. 

His personal life: Bernard, 531. 

One of the happier reflections: Joseph Frazier Wall, Alfred I. du Pont (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 48-49. 


CHAPTER 17: A TERRITORY ON THE MOVE 
On November 30: Harry Hansen, Louisiana (Hastings House, 1941), 44. 
the new American governor: Hansen, 44. 
The first time France: Hansen, 54. 
The total area: Hansen, 43. 
“It compared favorably”: Hansen, 308. 
Claiborne’ closest advisers: Robert Tallant, New Orleans (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 1952). Also William B. Hatcher, Edward Livingston (Baton 
Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press,.1940). 
come to know Robert Fulton: George Dangerfield, Chancellor Robert Liv- 
ingston (New York: Harcourt, 1960), 403. 
When Louisiana formally: Hansen, 45. 
The best estimate for total population: These are my personal computations 
after consulting Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 
1970, Part 1, U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. 
‘a chosen country”: Robert V. Hine and John Mack Faragher, The American 
West (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000), 109. Also Jack 
Larkin, The Reshaping of Everyday Life (New York: Harper & Row, 1988), 
17-18, 341-34, 78-82; and Joseph Frazier Wall, Jowa, A History (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Co, 1978), 34. 
Lewis and Clark found: Hine & Faragher, 137. 
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252 “T believe the business”. Anthony P.C. Wallace, Jefferson and the Indians 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), 223. 

253 President Jefferson put these thoughts: Wallace, 227. 

254 “The great thoroughfares”: The Universal Traveler (a specialty travel publica- 
tion), March 1811, 1. 

255 A Connecticut congressman: Irving Brant, James Madison, 1800-1809 (Indi- 
anapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953), 247. 

256 Jefferson, determined to maintain: Brant, 171. 

257 Even a total eclipse: Larkin, 62. 

258 less than 400,000 Americans: Historical Statistics of the United States, as cited 


above. 


CHAPTER 18: THE LONG SEQUEL 

262 Most Americans felt George Rogers Taylor, The War of 1812 (Boston: D.C. 
Heath & Co., 1963), 12. 

263 An 1811 report: Taylor, 13. 

264 ‘An insinuation’: Taylor, 14. 

266 Andrew Jackson stand out: Robert V. Remini, The Battle of New Orleans 
(New York: Viking/Penguin, 1999,) 15. 

266 Jackson wrote the Spanish governor: Robert V. Remini, Andrew Jackson and 
the Course of Empire (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), 29. 

266 The conduct of the whole: Taylor, 29. 

267 ‘A remarkable string”: Remini, Andrew Jackson, 42. 

267 It became known: Remini, Andrew Jackson, 58. 

270 One of the trickiest problems: Remini, Battle of New Orleans, 48. 

270 Jackson also accepted: The Letters of President Andrew Jackson, vol.2, 76. 

27 


a favorite and personal friend: How smoothly New Orleanians made them- 
selves a part of America’s fabric is further demonstrated by an unusual per- 
sonal favor that Jean-Baptiste Plauché was able to do for the proud and 
frugal General Jackson, who had never borrowed in his life. When Jack- 


son’s adopted son was deeply in debt some years after the Battle of New 
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Orleans, Plauche borrowed $6,000 and reloaned it to Jackson. Plauché 
refused to take any security or other assurances except a signed note. Gen- 
eral Jackson went on to become president of the United States, but his cash 
position was still tight, and he fretted over the debt to Plauché. He finally 
remade his will to specify that the repayment of that loan would be the 
first money to be paid from his estate. Plauché, the former Creole ship- 
wright who was by then an American citizen, became deputy mayor of 
New Orleans in 1828. These facts, like earlier information on the rela- 
tionship, were made available to me by Dr. Mark Plauche Ryan. 
“Fellow-Citizens”: The Letters of President Andrew Jackson, vol.2, 118-19. 
ominously called Bayou Bienvenue: Remini, Battle of New Orleans, 65-70. 
However, the city...price paid was incredibly low: Facts and impressions in 
this chapter are drawn liberally from the books cited above and from two oth- 
ers: Wilburt S. Brown's The Amphibious Campaign for West Florida and 
Louisiana, 1969, and Donald Barr Chidsey’s The Battle of New Orleans, 1961. 


The words, opinions, and conclusions in the chapter are entirely my own. 
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Letters 

By far the most important source of direct and personal information about the 
exchanges of ideas among the persons who negotiated the Louisiana Purchase are the 
more than two hundred letters that were gathered when the U.S. Congress marked the 
100th anniversary of the event by ordering research to gather correspondence that illu- 
minates the many contacts that occurred over a period of roughly three years, creating 
a virtual roadmap of the path to agreement. It was also a month-by-month record of 
the hopes, tempers, courtesies, and discourtesies that were current among the nine prin- 


cipal players. 
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